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Love ct First Sound = 


By InkJackets 


‘No, no, no!’ Nino ripped his headphones off and turned off the audio. ‘None of these 
singers work.” He put his head in his hands. 


‘What about that Dominique girl?’ Adrien said, ‘Or Estelle! She was good. 


Nino ran his hands down his face and glanced at his friend. He loved Adrien, and would 
forever be grateful for his support. After all, if it hadn't been for Adrien, Nino would never 
have shot to fame as he had. But the dude knew nothing about music. 


Yeah, yeah, they're all good,’ Nino said, slumping back in his chair. ‘But none of them are 
right.’ 


Adrien gave him an apologetic look. ‘Doesn't your manager want this single done, like, by 
today?’ 


‘Ugh,’ Nino thumped his head on the desk and groaned. ‘Don't remind me. 
Adrien patted him on the back. ‘I’m sure you'll figure it out.’ 


Nino nodded and sat up. ‘Yeah.’ But when he took in all the various audio tapes that had 
been sent in he only felt overwhelmed and tired. 


‘I'm gonna go for a walk,’ he said suddenly, ‘clear my head.’ He pushed his chair back and 
stood up in one swift motion, and ignored Adrien's worried expression as he made his way 
out. 


Nino stepped into the cool evening air and breathed. It was a beautiful night in Paris; the 
lights glistened on the Seine, tourists and Parisians alike laughed in the bars, and Nino 
smiled as he let his feet take him wherever, no direction in mind. Letting his thoughts drift 
amongst the lights and the stars. 


Eventually he found himself on an unfamiliar street. It was quiet here, off the main road. 
The golden lights of the Eiffel Tower glimmered through the gaps in the buildings. 


But a wave of heaviness swept over him when his phone started ringing. He stared dully at 
his manager's name on the screen before looking up at the stars and slowly exhaling, 
bringing his gaze back down until it landed on a coffee shop. What he really needed was a 
good night's sleep. But a coffee was the next best thing. He declined the phone call and 
headed in. 


The door gave a welcoming tinkle as he stepped in, taking off his hat and headphones as 
he did so. It was a small café with a cute window seat and a couple of tables around the 
back. It was rustic and quaint. The sort of place that did proper coffee but wasn't 
pretentious about it. lt was empty but the atmosphere was warm, and the tension slowly 
leaked out of Nino as he made his way to the counter. 


He went to ding the bell that had a little sign saying, “Ring for Service” but a sound made 
him pause. A voice drifted from the back, low and sultry, singing a song he'd never heard 
but entranced him instantly. 


Without thinking Nino slipped past the counter and went into the backroom, walking past 
fridges and shelves, following the siren's melody to a little brightly lit staffroom at the side. 


The first thing he saw when he peered through was a mass of dark red hair belonging to a 
girl cleaning the staffroom counters. She moved her hips and shoulders side to side in time 
with her words, and Nino stared as she sung, falling in love with her voice before he'd even 
seen her face, her hair glowing from the warm lights and her sound filling the space. 


As her voice crescendoed, she gave her tea towel a flourish and spun on her heels. Her 
startled golden eyes met Nino's. Her song cut off. 


The girl recovered instantly, throwing the tea towel over her shoulder and placing her 
hands on her hips. 


‘And how long have you been standing there, hmm?’ 


Nino stumbled back and blushed. ‘No, no, no,’ he stuttered, turning redder by the second. 
‘| didn't mean to—l just walked in! —1 heard your voice and— He cut off as the girl threw 
her head back and laughed. ‘I, uh,’ he rubbed the back of his neck, ‘sorry.’ 


She snorted. ‘Apology accepted,’ she said in a way that made Nino question whether or 
not her words were sarcastic. But her grin was sincere, and Nino exhaled with relief. ‘I'm 
guessing you'd like a coffee?’ she then asked, striding past him. ‘Come on then,’ she 
gestured with a flick of her head. Nino sheepishly followed her back to the front. 


‘What can | get you?’ she asked once Nino was on the correct side of the counter. 
‘Uh, Just a mocha, please.’ 
‘One mocha, coming right up.’ 


A companionable silence rose between them as she went about making his drink, the 
whirring of the machine was surprisingly soft, and the clinking of spoons was comforting. 
But as Nino watched her, all he could think of was her singing. 


‘You have a lovely voice,’ he said before he could stop himself. The faintest of blushes rose 
on her cheeks. ‘Where did you learn to sing like that?’ 


‘Learn?’ The girl shook her head as she poured. ‘I just sing whatever calls to me and let 
loose.’ 


‘You've never had any formal training? But you're incredible!’ 


She blinked. ‘Thank you.’ She glanced down at the finished mocha in her hands before 
handing it to Nino. ‘That's big praise, coming from you.’ She met Nino's gaze and held it. 


The drink felt heavy in Nino's hands. ‘What do you mean by...’ He trailed off. Her gaze 
remained unblinking. ‘Oh, you know who | am.’ 


‘My sister loves your music,’ she smiled, ‘plays you constantly. I’m not the biggest fan 
though,’ she said playfully and winked. 


‘Oh really?’ Nino said, scoffing with mock offence. ‘Well, I’m not such a massive fan of your 
coffee.’ 


Her face lit up. ‘Hah! Oh | like you,’ she said. Heat rose in Nino's cheeks. “There's nothing 
worse than a celebrity who can't take themselves seriously.’ 


‘I'll drink to that,’ he said, taking a sip. ‘Thank you by the way, uh...’ he peered at her name 
badge, 'Marinette.' 


‘Ah, that's uh, not my real name,’ she said sheepishly. Nino raised an eyebrow. ‘ʻI don't like 
strangers using my name like they know me! It feels weird.’ 


Nino grimaced and nodded. ‘That | can relate to, to be fair.’ 

The girl gave a soft smile. ‘My name's Alya. Alya Césaire.’ 

Nino smiled back. He held out his hand. ‘It's nice to meet you, Alya Césaire.’ 
‘Likewise, Nino Lahiffe.' 

There was a beat of silence as they shook hands. 

‘Please sing for me,’ Nino blurted out. 

Alya's eyebrows flew up. She pulled her hand back. ‘What?’ 


‘For my new single!’ he clarified. ‘I've got a new mix in the works and your voice would be 
perfect for it, honestly.’ 


‘Is that so?’ She thought about it a moment. ‘What do I get if | say yes?” 
‘You'll be paid, obviously. A flat rate session fee of about—’ 


‘A flat rate? Nah, nah, if this song makes it big | wanna reap the rewards. | want 80% of the 
royalties.’ 


Nino deadpanned. ‘You get ten. And that's being generous!’ 


Alya laughed. ‘Fine, fine...fifteen?’ 
Nino rolled his eyes. ‘You drive a hard bargain Mademoiselle Césaire.’ 


‘Sweet.’ She grinned. ‘But that's just the deal if | decide to sing for you,’ she said quickly, ‘I 
haven't actually agreed to do that yet. 


Nino made an exasperated sound. Alya laughed. 


‘Fine, fine. What will make you say yes?’ He looked around for inspiration. ‘What if | buy 
you a drink?’ 


Alya considered it a moment. ‘It wouldn't hurt your prospects,’ she said. 
‘Well go on then, make what you want and I'll pay.’ 
Alya grinned. She set about making a drink. 


‘All right,’ she said once she was finished. Nino pulled out his card. ‘Including your mocha, 
the total is thirteen euros forty-five.’ 


Nino froze. He looked Alya in the eye. ‘Thirteen...thirteen euros forty-five?’ 


Alya nodded. ‘Your mocha was three euros fifty, and mine,’ she gestured to her drink, ‘was 
nine euros ninety-five.’ 


Nino blinked and goggled at her drink; a giant monstrosity of cream and caramel and God 
knows what else. ‘TEN EUROS—?!’ he exclaimed. 


‘Nine euros ninety-five.’ 
'—THE HELL ARE YOU DRINKING?’ 
She grinned. ‘That's for me to know, and you to pay for.’ 


Nino grumbled and placed his card on the chip reader. Alya's smug grin widened as the 
machine gave a happy little ‘beep’ at the successful transaction. 


‘You have to sing for me now,’ Nino muttered. 

Alya took a giant slurp of her drink and put a finger to her chin in thought. 
‘Please,’ Nino begged, ‘I’ve never heard anyone sing like you. I'll do anything.’ 
Alya crossed her arms. ‘Anything, huh?’ 


Nino nodded. She quirked an eyebrow. And Nino regretted his words when she gave a 
jagged grin. 


Thirty minutes later Nino had wiped down all the counters, cleaned the coffee machine, 
taken out the rubbish, and was currently mopping the floors, all while Alya lounged in a 
chair, her feet kicked up on a table, sipping away at her ridiculous coffee. 


‘My manager didn't even ask me to do a deep clean,’ she said as she scrolled through her 
phone, ‘but boy is she going to be happy with me in the morning.’ 


Nino stared at her. But then she winked at him and stuck out her tongue, and Nino's heart 
pounded. Damn, this girl really had him wrapped around her finger. But then his phone 
buzzed in his pocket, bringing him back to reality. 


Nino slipped his phone back into his pocket with a long exhale and rested his head against 
the mop handle. He needed to go. 


He stayed still for a moment, reluctant to move. And then just as he was about to pull 
himself upright, Alya started to sing. 


She was still lounging back and scrolling in the same position as before, but the sound 
coming from her was indescribably beautiful; strong and moving, echoing off the tiles. 
Nino raised his head. She was singing one of his songs. 


Alya's gaze flicked to his as her song came to an end. She placed her phone and drink 
down, and swung herself upright. 


‘You really do like my voice, huh.’ Nino nodded, speechless. Alya glanced away. ‘I knew | 
had a good voice, but hearing it from someone like you — an actual musician — makes it 
more real.’ She fell silent. ‘Thank you for the coffee and for helping me clean,’ she said. 
‘I've had a fun evening. Can you give me twenty-four hours to think about your offer?’ 


Nino thought about the hounding messages he was gonna get from his manager. 


‘You know what? Here.’ He pulled an audio tape and some lyrics from his pocket and 
shoved them in her hands. ‘Have a listen, see if you like the song, and— are you free 
tomorrow evening? Come to this address at seven pm.’ He whipped out a business card 
and handed it to her, holding her golden gaze. ‘I'll be waiting.’ 


He slipped out the door before she could say another word. 


Nino tapped away nervously as he waited, ignoring Adrien's doubtful glances. 


‘Are you sure she’s coming, bro,’ Adrien eventually asked. 


Nino glanced at the clock. Twenty past seven. 
‘She'll be here,’ he said. 
Adrien sighed. ‘I love you man, but you've really got to just pick—' 


Nino shushed him with a wave of his hand and leapt to his feet as the door suddenly 
opened. Alya walked through with a friend in tow, and Nino forgot how to breathe. 
Dressed simply but stylishly with her hair down this time, Alya Césaire was gorgeous. 


‘Sorry we're late,’ she said. But Nino simply grinned. 'I hope you don't mind | brought my 
co-worker, Marinette, with me?’ 


‘Full disclosure, it's completely my fault Alya’s late!’ Marinette said, waving her hands in 
distress. ‘I was restocking the coffee beans and the bag split on me and they went 
everywhere,’ she wailed. ‘Into the drawers, under the cupboards, and | kept stepping on 
them...it took forever to clean up!’ 


There was a split second of silence. Adrien burst into laughter. Marinette turned bright red 
and chuckled. 


‘Well, I'm glad you made it,’ Nino said, grinning. 
Alya smiled back. ‘| listened to the song,’ she said, ‘It's good, | like it.’ 
‘Really?’ Nino's heart fluttered. ‘So, you're sure you want to do this?’ 


‘Hmm, well...’ She posed in thought, and Nino slumped, exasperated. Alya threw her head 
back and laughed. ‘I'm just kidding, I'd love to sing it.’ 


Nino grinned. 


It didn't take long to show her the recording booth and how all the equipment worked. 
They played the audio though, and she had a quick practice. And when she was ready, 
they started to record; Alya started singing in earnest. 


Adrien let out a low whistle. 
۰۷۷/۵۵۲۰ Marinette's eyes widened. 


And Nino smiled. Each note she sung sent tingles running through him, and the way she 
felt the music filled him with warmth; her eyes were closed, head moving to the melody, 
hips swaying side to side. She opened her eyes and gazed at him, her golden eyes 
piercing. Nino's heart pounded. God she was perfect. 


The recording session ended too soon in Nino's opinion. Alya had been the ¡deal 
candidate and it hadn't taken long to get everything they needed. 


‘Thank you again for agreeing to sing for me,’ Nino said as she picked up her bag. 


‘Don't thank me, just give me that fifteen percent and we're good.’ She winked and Nino 
laughed. 


They fell silent a moment. The tension built between them. Behind, Adrien and Marinette 
chatted into their silence. 


‘Hey, would you be down for doing something together again?’ Nino said quickly. ‘You 
know, something like last night?’ He frowned. ‘But with maybe less cleaning.’ 


Alya laughed. ‘I'd love to,’ she said, and he flushed with warmth. ‘And I'll buy the drinks this 
time,’ she said, grinning. 
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By Missnoodles 


Five Times Alya Ran Into Her Ex and the One Time He Stopped Being Her Ex 


ik 


The first time she saw Nino after they broke up, he wasn't Nino. He was Carapace, and she 
was Rena Rouge, and anything left unsaid between them had to wait. Defeating 
Hawkmoth was the priority. 


That didn't stop her from catching his eye every time she got the chance during the battle. 
Didn't stop Carapace from pulling her in close every time he used his Shell-ter — closer 
than needed to protect her, close enough that she could make out the leathery mosaic of 
his suit, close enough to feel his heartbeat. Didn't stop the unspoken signals sparking 
across the invisible wires connecting them no matter how close or far they were. 


After the battle, she'd told herself. They'd talk after the battle. 
But then Hawkmoth was Gabriel Agreste, and Nino only had eyes for Adrien. 


Alya didn't want to resent either of them for that. But she couldn't help but feel bitter as 
the chance to reconnect slipped through her fingers. 


Just one more thing Hawkmoth had ruined. 


(And did she even have the right to feel bitter? She, who was on a train ride back to 
university the next day, had no right to complain while Adrien's life fell apart, not when she 
couldn't even stick around long enough for his father's trial. She wondered what Nino 
thought of that. If he thought of her at all.) 


2. 
The second time was Mylene and Ivan's wedding. 


When Alya had RSVPed months before, she hadn't hesitated to decline their offer of a plus 
one. She wanted to focus on reconnecting with her friends after all, and it wasn't like she'd 
had much time to meet people in university anyway. 


Alya hadn't considered that it'd been years. She'd assumed her friends had been trapped 
in amber, in stasis, waiting for her to return, in slow motion until she returned and life 


resumed at full speed. After all, her and Marinette still spoke every day — sure, she hadn't 
kept in touch with anyone else quite so well, but she'd been invited to the wedding, so 
surely her friendships would still be intact, right? And even if they weren't, she always had 
Marinette. 


But Marinette had Adrien. Marinette insisted they just were friends, of course, but Alya 
knew better. But she hadn't seen them since Adrien's identity had been revealed, so she 
hadn't considered what that change in dynamic meant. Hadn't considered that while she'd 
talked to Marinette every day, Adrien had been there next to her. 


Hadn't considered she'd be their third wheel, the way Marinette had once been for Alya 
and Nino. And Nino— 


Nino had a date. 


That, more than anything else — more than the coolly pleasant greetings from her former 
classmates, more than Marinette and Adrien finishing each other's sentences, more than 
the innumerable guests who Alya had never met at all — made her feel truly alone. 


You re the one that left Alya reminded herself, sitting next to Marinette who sat next to 
Adrien. 


You chose your career, she thought as she looked across the room to Nino and failed to 
catch his eye. Youre the one that cut the wires and moved out of range. 


But there was nothing she could tell herself that dulled the sharp pin pricks in her heart at 
the sound of Nino's laughter when his gorgeous date turned out to be funny, too. 


She'd made her choice, yes. 


But Marinette hadn't had to choose — she'd gotten into her dream school in Paris. Rose 
and Juleka, still joined at the hip, hadn't had to choose either. Mylene hadn't had to 
choose, and Mylene was living happily ever after. 


And Alya was alone. 


Alya had no right to be upset with Nino for moving on when she was the one ۵ 
broken up with him. No right to be jealous of her friends for finding happiness just 
because she was the odd man out. 


She was anyway. 


3. 


The third time was after she'd moved back to Paris. Marinette, her dear, sweet, 
overenthusiastic, best friend, had thrown her a party. She'd been chattering about it over 
the phone for weeks, insisting that she'd invited everyone, and that they were all looking 
forward to seeing Alya. 


Alya didn't doubt it. Marinette's unbridled enthusiasm was infectious — even the most 
apathetic of their classmates would surely be eagerly anticipating Alya's return after a 
single conversation with Marinette. 


And Marinette, bless her well-meaning heart, had invited Nino. 


Thanks to Marinette's efforts to put her at the center of everything, Alya managed to avoid 
him for most of the party. This time, Nino was the one trying to catch her eye, and she was 
the one looking away. 


He might not have brought a date, but he'd moved on. She'd done her best to move on as 
well. What was the point of connecting? 


Nino, apparently, saw things differently. 


"Hey, Alya,” he'd said as he approached her towards the end of the night, tugging at the 
collar of his crisp, white button-down. Alya thought he looked ridiculous, like a little boy 
trying to dress like a businessman. She definitely didn't notice the way the tailored cut of 
the shirt emphasized how broad his shoulders suddenly were and her heartbeat definitely 
didn't speed up in his proximity. Absolutely not. He looked silly, and she'd tell that to 
anyone who asked. 


But Nino hadn't asked, so all she said was, “Hi, Nino.” 

“It's good to see you.” His voice was warm, but his face was unreadable. 
"You too,” Alya managed, assuming that would be the end of the interaction. 
It wasn't. 


Nino stood there, rubbing the back of his neck — a nervous tic he must've picked up from 
Adrien at some point, because it sure didn't belong to her Nino. 


Or maybe it did belong to this Nino, the one that wore button-down shirts and didn't have 
a red cap to tweak nervously. This Nino wasn't her Nino, after all. 


This Nino was someone she didn't know at all. 


Somehow — maybe in combination with the jello shots she'd done with Alix earlier — that 
realization made things... easier. More painful, maybe, but easier. 


“We'll probably be seeing a lot more of each other now that l'm back in town,” Alya added, 
filling the silence. “Friends?” 


She stuck her hand out for him to shake, throwing in a wide grin to seal the deal. 
“Friends,” he agreed, clasping her hand. 


And if Alya shook it a little longer than necessary — well, she'd been drinking. Her reaction 
time was slowed. That was all. 


4. 


"He's not dating anyone, you know,” Marinette mentioned in a too-casual voice, leaning 
into Alya with her chin resting on her fist, eyebrows raised. 


They'd gone out to lunch, the four of them, at a new café. Adrien and Nino had gone to 
buy dessert for the table at Marinette’s insistence — something Alya had at first found out 
of character for Marinette, who'd insisted on multiple occasions that Adrien couldn't be 
trusted to select good pastries (apparently she'd once caught him eating prepackaged 
croissants). 


She should've known Marinette had sent the boys off strategically. 


Alya had mostly avoided such outings on the grounds that they were way too close to 
double dates. Sure, Marinette always insisted her and Adrien weren't dating, but Alya had 
invited Marinette and Adrien to join her and Nino on too many dates in college to not see 
through Marinette’s intentions. She'd stick to brief interactions with Nino in much larger 
groups, thanks. 


But she'd really wanted to try this café. 

“I'm not interested, Marinette,” Alya reminded her. “That was a long time ago.” 
"Suuure, if you say so,” Marinette drawled. "And Adrien and ۱ are just friends.” 

Alya rolled her eyes. "You and Adrien are the only ones who think that.” 

“Exactly!” Marinette snapped her fingers and then slammed her hands on the table. 
"Wait, hold on... are you admitting you're not?” Alya's eyebrows shot up with interest. 
"Are you admitting you're still hung up on Nino?” Marinette challenged. 


Alya huffed. “That's different. You and Adrien are Ladybug and Chat Noir. You're 
inevitable, no matter how many times you try to deny it or how long it takes you to get 
there. Nino and | are just two people who dated as teenagers.” 


"What? You're not just any two people — you're Rena Rouge and Carapace!” Marinette 
hissed, clearly wanting to shout but kept in check by her deeply ingrained secret identity 
instincts, even now. "You saw through Carapace's disguise in seconds because you knew 
him so well. Your love is more powerful than quantum masking!" 


"Knew him. Past tense.” 


Marinette looked like she wanted to say something else, but then the boys were back with 
their desserts, and Alya wasted no time in diverting Marinette's attention to Adrien's pastry 
choices. 


Nino smiled at her. She looked away. 


She didn't see his face fall. 


5; 
The next time she saw Nino was at Marinette and Adrien's housewarming party. 


Alya was pretty sure housewarming parties were meant for living in a new place, not 
inviting your not-a-girlfriend to move into the spare room of your apartment, but Adrien 
had seemed so genuinely excited that no one had the heart to tell him that — it felt like 


kicking a puppy. 
Alya was happy for them. Really. She was. 


So was Nino, apparently. 


“I'm glad he finally convinced her to move in,” he'd mentioned, sidling up to Alya like they 
chatted regularly. 


(She was almost buzzed enough to admit that she wished they did.) 


"You know, it's funny.” She hoped she sounded as casual and relaxed as Nino did 
(impossible, really, but that had never stopped Alya before), "I always thought it'd be you 
and Adrien rooming together.” 


Nino gave her a strange look. “That's what you thought?” 


"| mean, didn't you? You can't tell me you never had fantasies about living with your best 
bro,” Alya teased. 


“Adrien’s not the person | wanted to live with when we were teenagers,” Nino said, looking 
away. 


“Oh,” was all she could say. 


And then, as if he hadn't already done enough, Nino pulled out a very familiar, very red 
ball cap, and put it over his head, tweaking the brim. 


(Where had he even pulled it from? The depths of her teenage daydreams?) 


"| guess reality didn't meet expectations for either of us,” he said with an inscrutable look, 
and walked away. 


Well, she thought, there goes any illusion that I'm over him. 


6. 


In the end, she blamed the red hat for her predicament. She'd been doing just fine, thank 
you, telling herself that any romance between her and Nino was in the past. 


But now here she was, wearing his old hoodie and laying face down on her couch, 
scrolling through five-year-old instagram posts. 


They'd been so cute together. 
But right in the middle of her mopefest, the unthinkable happened: she //keda post. 


Alya had never been so glad Nino didn't have an instagram when they were in college or 
lycée. She could simply unlike it, and he'd never know the difference. 


She hadn't considered the picture had been on Adrien's account. And that Adrien, who 
usually minded his own business, shared everything with Marinette. Marinette, who had 
absolutely zero compunctions about letting Nino know what Alya'd been up to. 


But someone had clearly told Nino, or else he wouldn't be here, on her doorstep. 
She stared at him across the threshold. 
He stared back. 


"Hi Nino,” she said, trying to tuck her hair into something presentable. Why had she 
opened the door without checking it? 


"So, at the risk of sounding like a complete moronosaurus and ruining our friendship — or 
whatever level of acquaintances we are at — Alya, | have to ask,” Nino said, but didn't ask. 


So she did. 
"What was with the button down you wore at Marinette's party for me?” 


Okay, not what she'd meant to ask, but he laughed, so she'd call it a win. 


"| was trying to make a good impression,” he admitted. 
"On who?” 


He gave her the same unreadable look he'd given her at the housewarming party. “On 
you. Who else?” 


"But... why? We already know each other.” 


"Sure, but,” he tweaked his cap. “Then you went to university. And became a Journalist. 
You're Alya Cesaire, journalist and jetsetter, and I'm... still just Nino.” 


"Just Nino is all I've ever wanted,” she admitted. 
“Yeah?” 
“Do you want to come in?” Alya opened the door wider. 


He did. 


By Janaikam 


Nino pondered what life would've been like had he actually taken up Bob Roth's offer to 
record at his studio all those years ago. He might've had a nice place with a few albums. 
Maybe he'd have his own limousine instead of having to take the train every morning like 
he was now. 


Though judging from the article a fellow passenger was reading, it was for perhaps the 
best. He couldn't read all the details, but it seemed like Roth was going to jail. 


And besides, the train wasn't that bad. Especially not after he got his new headphones, 
which blocked out the sounds of the train much better than his last ones. 


Plus riding the train allowed him to people-watch. He imagined all the highs and lows 
everyone around him was going through. He could imagine that one of them was secretly 
a celebrity hiding from the paparazzi. Or maybe some wannabe actress hoping that this 
next audition would be their big break. 


Nino wasn't so sure what was so enticing about it, but he couldn't stop. The fake but 
interesting lives of Parisian train goers were just too captivating. 


XXX 


“Wait! Hold the doors!" 


Nino was broken out of what Adrien called his “train thoughts” by some woman outside 
the train yelling. 


Nino looked up just in time to see her slide through the doors just before they closed. 


She was very cute. She had dark red tips that blended nicely with her brown hair, which 
framed her round, mocha-colored face perfectly. Her outfit however had definitely seen 
better days. The black pantsuit was rumpled and had so many little creases that the outfit 
looked far from professional. 


Clearly, she was new to the city. Or at least new to the trains. And judging by what she was 
wearing, she likely had an interview for some fancy job. Perhaps as a secretary. 


Nino watched as she scanned the train for a seat and started walking in his direction. 


No, she couldn't be going for a secretary job. Not with how she was walking so 
confidently. Maybe manager or maybe a businesswoman at some boring company. 


"Is this spot taken?” 

Nino looked up to see the woman standing in front of him, a polite smile on her face. 
Nino quickly shook his head and moved his bag off the seat. 

“Thank you.” 


Nino nodded in acknowledgment, not really wanting to start a conversation. ۱۲ was unlikely 
he was going to ever see her again. Heck, he rarely saw the same people on the train and 
this was no different. 


XXX 


Oh was he wrong about Pantsuit, his nickname for manager-business-lady, who somehow 
managed to find a seat near him every day this week. 


Nino had wondered if this was fate's way of messing with him or if it was just the biggest 
coincidence ever. Adrien would say that it's fate in the same way that he and Nino became 
friends despite how much Adrien's father hated Nino. 


Maybe he was just being paranoid. People watching had made him aware of his 
surroundings and he was probably just noticing this more than anything. For all he knew, 
she just viewed him as another passenger on the train of life. 


In fact, her constant presence caused Nino to notice her more than he really noticed the 
other people around him. He noted that after her first time catching the train, Pantsuit had 
been better at making it on time, though it didn't seem to improve her mood much. Each 
day she seemed to have less and less confidence in her walk. 


So maybe she wasn't a manager. Businesswoman was still plausible, but maybe 
businesswoman on the prowl for a job. 


Something light tapped against Nino's feet. Confused, he reached down to find a pen. He 
stared at it, wondering where the small thing came from when he felt a tap on his knee. 


Looking up, he found that Pantsuit was sitting directly across from him, saying something 
that he couldn't quite make out. 


"What?" he asked, taking off one of the speakers from his ears. 


Pantsuit huffed. "| said ‘Can | have my pen back?” 


“Oh yeah, here you go.” Nino handed the pen back to its rightful owner and tried to go 
back to his wandering thoughts. But his thoughts seemed to be captivated by Pantsuit's 
caramel-colored eyes that had just been staring at him. What was this woman doing to 
him? 


XXX 


The train was pretty empty today. Since it was a national holiday, most jobs were closed 
for the day, which meant that everyone who normally took the train was back home 
resting. 


Nino was one of few unfortunate souls who still had to work today. Oh, how he hated his 
job. If it weren't for how Adrien livened up the place, Nino would've dropped the job long 
ago. 


As the train pulled into the next stop, Nino tried losing himself in the music as a way to 
distract from the mountain of work that was waiting for him. Unfortunately, it did nothing 
but make Nino more agitated. 


He couldn't wait for this day to be over. 


Stopping his tunes, Nino set his headphones around his neck and sighed, embracing the 
silence of his train car. 


Click. Clack. 
The gentle sound of heels tapping on the tile of the train car disturbed that peace. 


Curious as to who else had work today, Nino looked up to see Pantsuit taking the seat 
across from him. She looked as if she wanted the day to be over with just like him. 


Pantsuit noticed his staring and instead of snarling, like some others had, she offered a 
smile and waved. 


Not having expected the action, Nino paused for an awkward amount of time before he 
remembered that it would be polite to wave back. 


Unfortunately his wave looked more like a t-rex trying to smack a fly away. 


Nino figured Pantsuit would avoid any interaction after that pitiful wave, so he reached to 
put his headphones back on to give the appearance he was at least listening to music. 


Before he could, though, Pantsuit reached out her hand to grab his attention. “Uh, sorry to 
bug you, but do you know where everyone is? It is Tuesday, right? | didn't mix up the dates 
again, right?” 


Nino blinked slowly, placing his headphones back on his neck. “Uh, yeah, it's Tuesday. It's 
Assumption Day.” 


It was Pantsuit's turn to blink. “What's that?” 

“Oh, uh, it's some holiday that basically means everyone has a day off of work.” 
"So that means most businesses are closed?” 

Nino nodded. 


"Which means no one would be taking interviews. Which means that | left my bed for 
nothing.” Pantsuit sighed. “Wait, if everyone has the day off, why are you riding the train?” 


So he was right; she was looking for a job. 


"۱ have a terrible boss who goes by the name of Gabriel Agreeaste who doesn't care about 
national holidays.” Nino shrugged. 


“That's terrible. Why on earth do you still work for him?” 
"Well, for one, it's not easy getting a job in Paris.” 
Pantsuit nodded in agreement. 

“And two, | get to see my best friend everyday.” 


"| guess that's a decent reason, but seriously, if this Agreste fellow keeps up the whole 
working-during-a-holiday nonsense, you should find a new job.” 


“Are you telling me this so you can steal my job?” Nino joked. 


"Yes, 'cause | totally wanna work for the evil genius who doesn't give his workers a day 
off.” 


Nino snorted, a large smile on his face. 

"So, what's your name, Headphones?” 

Nino raised an eyebrow. “Headphones?” 

Pantsuit nodded. "Yeah, 'cause every time ۱ see you, you have those headphones on.” 
“Name's Nino. How about you, Pantsuit?” 


"Alya." 


The train pulled to a stop and the faint gibberish of the conductor signaling the next stop. 
Nino glanced out the windows. 


“This is me,” he said, grabbing his stuff. 
"| better get on the other train to head back to my apartment.” 


They walked side by side to the train doors. Once the doors opened to the platform, Nino 
noticed a few people standing around waiting for the opposite train. 


"Pleasure to meet you, Nino.” Alya reached out her hand. 
Nino shook her hand. "Pleasure to meet you too, Alya.” 


They both stared at each other for a second longer, only moving when the next train 
started pulling in. 


Alya gave him one last smile and then turned to get on the train. 


XXX 


"These beats are so good!” Alya exclaimed, bobbing her head along to the tunes he 
mixed. 


Ever since that day on the train alone with Alya, Nino had been sitting next to her on the 
train every day. The two of them got to know each other a little better, bit by bit. 


From their conversations, Nino learned that Alya just finished up school in London and was 
searching for a job as a journalist at one of the news outlets. She was rooming with some 
of her university friends, which was sometimes a mess with four girls in one apartment. 
There was so much more to Alya than he could have ever guessed just from observation. 


"How come you don't do that for a living instead of the torturous job you have now?” she 
asked, returning Nino's headphones. 


“| tried that, but since | wasn't well known, | didn't get booked as a DJ or get a record deals 
on the spot. And not having a steady income means no food or place to stay.” 


"Still, you should really consider doing this again. | think there's a lot of potential there.” 
Nino blushed. “Um, thanks!” 


There was a brief pause as Nino fiddled with his headphones, trying to gather the courage 
to ask the question that's been on his mind. "So, uh, | wanted to ask you something. You 
can totally say no or whatever but, uh, there's this gala thing at my job that | was invited 


to. | have a plus one and since | don't have to work the event | was wondering if you would 
like to come?” 


Alya gave him her signature smile. "| would love to come.” 


“Really? | mean you don't really have to. | mean it’s probably just gonna be a bunch of 
boring rich people in suits.” 


"Well, if you don't want that to be our first date, then we could always do something else.” 
"First date...yeah, yeah, it's totally fine for our first date.” 
“Good. It's about time you asked. | was beginning to think you didn't like me.” 


Nino looked over at the smug smile Alya was giving him. How did he ever get so lucky to 
land a date with her? Pantsuit and all. 
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By Angelofthequeers 


1. Welcome home 


“Are we sure you're not one of the planes?” Adrien teases. Nino flushes and forces himself 
to stop jumping from foot to foot on the rich red carpet, although he finds himself still 
bouncing on the spot in anticipation. 


“Dude, | haven't seen Alya in like two weeks!” He's expecting Adrien to tease him again but 
instead, Adrien just sighs and smiles. 


“| know the feeling,” he says. "Two weeks without Marinette is a drag. Not that | don't like 
hanging out with you, of course.” 


“Thanks, bro,” Nino says dryly. Adrien rolls his eyes and opens his mouth to respond, 
except that the doors to the airport gate open and the shadows of the first few people off 
the plane loom against the corridor wall. Their banter is instantly forgotten as both men 
jitter on the spot and stand on their tiptoes to look out for their girlfriends. 


"Did they get off last or something?” Adrien grumbles. “Hey, you think it'd be legal if | sat 
on your shoulders?” 


“Dude, I'd totally sit on yours,” Nino says. “You're heavy.” 
Adrien raises his eyebrows. "Wow. Thanks. And here ۱ thought we had something special.” 


Nino maturely ignores his best friend in favour of continuing to search for Alya in the 
crowd. His heart leaps into his throat at the sight of a familiar reddish-brown bun, just 
behind a middle-aged white man with greying hair, and then the crowd parts and there 
she is, like a ray of sunshine. 


“Alya!” Nino frantically waves his hands above his head, sparing only a fleeting thought for 
the people giving him strange looks as they walk past. Alya looks around at the sound of 
her name, and then she spots him and her face breaks into the most radiant smile that 
Nino's ever seen, only making her look even more like a goddess from above. 


“Nino!” Alya dodges around a young couple with all the grace of her superhero alter-ego, 
and Nino eagerly holds his arms open to catch her, but he’s still unprepared for the force 
that cannons into him and nearly bowls him over into Adrien. 


"| missed you so much, babe,” Nino says into Alya's hair. Alya just laughs and squeezes him 
tighter. 


"Same. | even missed your snoring.” 


"Wow. Thanks.” But Nino still holds her tight and relishes in her warm coconut smell, 
despite her super mean comments just seconds into their reunion. 


2. Brainwashed 


"Snap out of it!” Rena Rouge yells, despite the futility of trying to break through an 
akuma's influence. Carapace just grins at her, but it's all...wrong. It's twisted, black-lipped, 
showing too much teeth, like he's a shark rather than the turtle hero he's supposed to be. 


Out of the corner of her eye, there's a flash of red as Ladybug summons a Lucky Charm, 
but Rena can't make out what it is and she's too focused on her brainwashed boyfriend to 
look away for even a second. 


“Dammit!” Ladybug curses and grabs Rena's arm to yank her out of the way of Gamer's 
vivid green beam. “| need Carapace to make this plan work!” 


"Well, he's a little occupied!” Rena dodges one of Dark Cupid's arrows, but then Carapace 
dives at her and she's forced to jump away and duck under him to avoid the next one. It 
strikes him in the back harmlessly just as Rena swipes his legs out from underneath him, 
sending him crashing to the ground with a loud wheeze. Before he can bound back into 
the battle, Rena plants her knee on his chest and pins his wrists to the ground on either 
side of his head. 


"Aww, how cute,” Carapace mocks. "Do you want a mid-battle cuddle, babe?” 
"How d'you like that, huh?” Dark Cupid cackles. "Sucks to have your heart broken!” 


“And to see your best friend in such pain!” Gamer chimes in. He fires at Chat Noir right as 
Dark Cupid shoots another arrow, which forces Ladybug to abandon her brainstorming to 
jump to Chat's aid. Rena just groans and hangs her head, still keeping Carapace pinned to 
the ground. If only they had his Shellter - if only she could free him, bring him back — 


"True love is a scam!” Dark Cupid howls distantly. With a sharp intake of breath, the most 
desperate of ideas slams into Rena's brain and then, before she can second-guess herself 
and end up incapacitated, she leans down and presses her lips to Carapace's with a silent 
plea. 


For a moment, nothing happens. The battle between superheroes and akumas rages on in 
the background, but Rena's vision has tunnelled to the boy beneath her, staring up at her 


with such hate in his eyes that's the complete opposite of everything that Nino Lahiffe is 
and that she loves about him. And then the black fades from Carapace's lips — he stares up 
with clouded, confused eyes, and Rena lets out a choked sob — 


"Uh, babe?” Carapace says as she rains kisses all over his face. “Not that l'm complaining, 
but I don't think this is the time.” 


“You're an idiot,” Rena splutters. "| hate you. Hurry up and get your lazy butt back into 
action before | run you through with my flute.” 


3. Making up 


“I'll call you back, girl,” Alya says into her phone when the sound of the front door opening 
reaches her ears. There's the dim sound of Marinette saying her goodbyes, but all Alya can 
focus on is the stiff-shouldered silhouette of her boyfriend standing in the living room 
doorway with a scowl on his face. But two can play the stubborn game, so Alya crosses her 
arms and glowers right back at him. 


Neither of them says anything. The atmosphere thickens, until it's so stifling that it could 
be popped with a pin like the massive superhero balloons paraded around Paris every year 
on Heroes’ Day. Alya toys with the idea of just getting it over with and swallowing her 
pride and caving first, except for the fact that she's so not at fault here and why should she 
have to give in? 


Except...it's awful, this hostile air between them. And Nino had walked out but...he'd also 
come back. He came back. Just like he always does, whether it's an argument about 
stealing the blankets or getting disintegrated by a smoke akuma just hours ago while Rena 
Rouge had been forced to watch helplessly. And if she has to swallow her pride and poke 
at this wound so that it can start to heal...is it worth throwing away what she's got with 
him, everything they've been through together, just to be right? 


“I'm sorry,” Alya blurts out just as Nino does. They pause, blink, and then laugh in unison, 
and Nino's shoulders slump. 


"| was way outta line,” he says. “And | shouldn't've run away. | don't want to lose you over 
some dumb argument.” 


"| said some things | shouldn't have as well,” Alya says. She holds out her arms. "Get over 
here, shellhead. You're not getting rid of me that easily after everything we've been 
through.” 


Nino moves so fast that he seems to materialize on the couch next to Alya, wrapping his 
arms around her and pulling her close. She hums and buries her nose in the crook of his 
neck, nuzzling to drink in his sweet smell of cinnamon and vanilla, surrounding herself in 


the warmth of being cherished and cared for by the most amazing man she's had the 
fortune of meeting. 


"Not even a whole horde of zombies could keep me from you, babe,” Nino says. Alya 
laughs softly. 


“You're still an idiot for just sitting there and letting the kissing zombies get you for no 
reason,” she says. "But | appreciate you staying with me, even if | don't remember it.” 


Nino squeezes her. “Always.” 
4. Lost 


“Nino!” Alya's shriek echoes off the dark, glistening walls around her. But there's no 
response, so she desperately tries again. “Nino!” 


Nothing. She turns a corner and is greeted with an identical dark wall, which seems to have 
looped behind her and cut off where she'd just come from. Seems to have, because Alya 
doesn't even know what's going on with this constantly shifting maze, unable to even trust 
her own senses to truthfully inform her of where she is. 


"Ladybug! Chat Noir!” Alya pounds on the wall in front of her. “Someone! Anyone!” 


“Alya!” echoes faintly in response; so faint that Alya barely makes it out. But it's there. She 
takes off running, losing any semblance of spatial awareness as she hurtles down identical 
dark corridor after dark corridor in this damn akuma maze, because someone (i.e., Jalil) 
had decided to get akumatised into a Greek minotaur complete with a labyrinth. 


“Nino?” she calls. 


“Alya!” comes back after a second, much closer than it had been last time. Alya takes a 
deep breath, closes her eyes for a moment to compose herself, and starts running again. 
Wherever Nino is in this labyrinth, she's going to find him, because they haven't gone 
through years of both superhero and mundane drama to be separated by a maze. 


5. Down the aisle 
"Will you settle down?” Adrien hisses. “You're putting me on edge!” 


“You're always on edge, catboy,” Nino mutters in response, because if Adrien's gonna act 
like he doesn't wake up screaming half the time from the horrors he's seen as Chat Noir 
then Nino's damn well gonna call him out for it. He groans and tugs at his stiff white collar, 
wishing he could just tear it off already...but no, he can't do that to Alya. Speaking of Alya, 
where is she? 


“Rude,” Adrien says. "See if ۱ make you my best man.” 
"Go on, then,” Nino says. “Give it to Kim. | dare you.” 


Adrien pauses, then shudders. "No way. | love Kim — | really do — but Marinette and | want 
everyone to walk away in one piece.” 


“Chloé, then.” 


"She's already leaving super pointed voicemails about breaking gender stereotypes and 
appointing a best woman instead. | don't need to encourage that drama.” Adrien pauses. 
"Why are you even trying to get out of it when I'm here for you?” 


Nino rolls his eyes and prepares to fire off a witty retort, except for the fact that the 
guitarist starts to play the song he's heard hundreds of times in Alya's cheesy romance 
movies and Adrien immediately stands up straight, as does Marinette on the bride's side. 
Nino turns and...oh. Oh. 


"Oh my god,” he whispers. With the sun behind her to make her glow like an angel from 
the heavens, Alya glides down the grassy aisle they've set up in the Place des Vosges, her 
pure white dress hugging the curves of her hips and falling in layers of tulle around and 
behind her. Nino's never been more grateful to Marinette than he is now for designing 
Alya's dress as a wedding gift because...wow. Wow. Words? What? 


“Hey,” Alya says softly when she reaches Nino and releases her father’s arm. Nino's 
attempt to say anything even remotely intelligent results in a strangled, garbled mess that 
resembles no human language in existence. 


"| can't marry you,” Nino finally manages to coax himself to say. “You're way outta my 
league. Holy —" 


Good thing that Alya's giggle interrupts him, or many children might have learned a very 
inappropriate lesson that day. He reaches out to thread his fingers through hers, transfixed 
by the loose curls falling around her face, the light dusting of makeup that frames her eyes 
and glistens her lips, and he must have managed to say his vows through his hypnosis at 
some point because the next words he's able to comprehend are, "You may now kiss the 
bride,” and he's never been happier to do as he's told. 


"| love you,” he croaks once he finally manages to pull away from Alya's divine lips. Alya 
grins. 


"| love you too, dork." 
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(AU: Genderswap. Renard = male!Rena Rouge. Cuirassette = fem!Carapace) 
By Arta Acari 


This was their place. 


They came here to rest after battles with akuma and invented legends to explain their 
absence to their relatives. Here they took care of each other ifthe battle ended in an 
unexpected way. Here they watched the events in the city, when new, unfamiliar heroes 
appeared — sometimes friends, and sometimes enemies. 


No one knew where Renard and Cuirassette had gone. 


They were seen in the most famous hotel in Paris, but before someone could point a 
camera at the heroes, they quickly disappeared from sight. Within a few hours, a red tail 
and emerald shell flashed at the top of the Eiffel Tower. One day, Renard was spotted 
wearing a black shirt that was too big for him, but successfully concealed the 
transformation. His partner skillfully knew how to merge with the shadows, eluding the 
most persistent villain. 


Where did the heroes replenish their strength? 
When asked directly about it, Renard made a habit of laughing it off. 
"When | was choosing a place, | just pointed my finger at the map of Paris,” he said. 


During the battles, he offered even stranger ideas, so the option could not be refuted in 
any way. Perhaps only hope that the most desperate pair of heroes have found a refuge 
for themselves, avoiding any hints as to their secret identities. 


"This is the place where we feel good,” answered Cuirassette. 


In the presence of her red-haired partner, she spoke little. They understood each other at 
first sight, finding solutions even in the most desperate situations. 


Therefore, Cuirassette will never betray Renard. Wherever he lured her... 


But what if a pair of heroes, endowed with cunning and caution, changed cover every 
time? Therefore, the villains could not figure them out, and the partners had to rely only 
on the hero communication system. But then, sooner or later, the resourceful heroes 
would have to repeat the choice, because you can't go into the apartment of the first city 
dweller who comes across. Even if it's a dedicated fan of the heroes. 


While friends were building theories and villains helplessly shrugging off their hands, 
Renard and Cuirassette felt safe. 


Let them find a way to hide from the whole world by accident. 
When it happened they were arguing. As always. 
"What will you change if you put yourself under the spell?” Cuirassette insisted. 


She looked up, watching his dark eyes narrow in displeasure. Renard was very tired, but 
stubbornly refused support. He was eager to fight with all his might... 


But there was one "but" that he could not overcome. 
"Who will stop the villain?” he asked. 


He almost growled, realizing that his strength really might not be enough. And if it were 
not for the calm gaze of Cuirassette, who believed in him, Renard would have already 
rushed to the city engulfed in magic. 


"We need a plan. A simple illusion is not enough to deceive akuma,” she said. 


He twitched his fox ears in displeasure. What's the plan when it all sinks like a rock? They 
must start with this, and not try to save the situation. 


"Don't be angry with me, but | have to do something,” Renard said. 


And he took a flute in his hands. Scratches were already visible on its striped body, and 
silver metal glittered through them. Just what he need the final illusion to be? 


“No!” Cuirassette almost screamed. 


Desperation told her what to do. She put her hands on his chest, ready to hold her partner 
for as long as she could. 


Renard gasped in protest, raising his hand to stop her, but never finished the movement. 
He just watched in disbelief as a bright spark flared up in his miraculous. 


"Cuirassette, what did you just do?” he asked, almost believing the impossible. 
She was confused and lifted her hands, the bracelet on her wrist also glittering. 
But as soon as the contact ceased, the glow went out. 


۷ 


"Something is wrong. Let's not risk it!" she asked. 


Cuirassette was not afraid. There was nothing in this world that could defeat her willpower. 
Not when it came to the guy who changed her life. 


"But we don't know what it was!?” objected Renard. 


Curiosity was already seizing him. He clutched the amulet in a black hand, but felt nothing 
— no warmth, no threat. 


"We have gone far from the villain. And we have not yet tried to work with our miraculous 
like this, at the same time. This might be our chance,” he said enthusiastically, 
remembering the Guardians' explanations. 


And his eyes of two colors at once seemed so bright that Cuirassette simply could not help 
but succumb. Even if it will add problems for them, they will get out together. 


This was not the first time they had been in trouble together. 


She sighed heavily and rested her hand on his chest, next to the miraculous. Renard 
hugged her to encourage her to be closer to him. 


To the power that united them both. 


The miraculous glowed brighter, feeling each other. It seemed to the heroes that they 
closed their eyes only for a moment, but this insignificant moment of time was enough for 
the world around them to change. 


The shifting illusion has finally found its absolute protection. 


KKK 


A place where they will be alone. Where relatives, acquaintances and akumas will not find 
them. 


A place that they themselves created. 
It was worth breaking the rules a little for that. 
“Do you know what this is?” Cuirassette asked and smiled. 


She understood that soon they should return to battle. The spell only hid them from the 
whole world for a while. But every moment spent here seemed to be the most vivid 
impression. 


“It was said about this in the Book of Miraculous!” recalled Renard. “Fox Miraculous and 
Turtle Miraculous become stronger if their owners are united...” 


Cuirassette tilted her head with interest. 
“What unites?” she asked. 


“This is our secret!” answered Renard. 


He was just happy. Yes, they got a very short respite, but along with it, a secret that can 
change everything. 


“Renard!” 

"You can guess if you want,” he said. 
She narrowed her eyes. 

"Do you know what | want?” she asked. 
“| know.” 


They stood very close, holding on to the invisible border of a shaky illusion. Renard only 
needed to reach out to grab his partner in his arms. 


Cuirassette smiled without resisting at all. She lifted her head, looking into his eyes, also 
shining with red sparks. 


And while the illusion dome flickered around, Renard kissed his girlfriend exactly as she 
wanted. 


This is their secret. 


Additional Credit: Translator — SNL 
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By Botherkupo 


Nino knelt in front of the mangled pile of spaceship, his shoulders slumped and his fingers 
curled into the dusty earth. It looked as if a giant had come along and pulled the ship 
apart, flinging bits of metal all over the valley. Except Nino knew that no giants had been 
involved. Volpina—the wanted criminal he'd been chasing—had simply caught him off 
guard and now here he was stranded on this barren blip of a planet. No bounty, no way to 
pursue, not even a snack to ease the rumblings of his stomach. All of it had gone up in 
flames. 


He picked up a sheet of metal near his knee. The word Wayzz was painted on top in vivid 
green, though the second Z was a bit charred. “I'm sorry, Wayzz,” he murmured. “You 
served me well, but don't worry, l'Il make sure you live again.” 


He'd salvage as much as he could. Turn it into Wayzz ۱۱۰ lt was the least he could do for the 
ship that had been his partner for all these years. 


But first he had to get off this planet. 


A shadow fell over him, easing the harsh sun that beat against his back. “Need a lift?” a 
woman asked. 


His heart stuttered like a faulty engine. That voice. He'd know it as surely as he knew his 
own. So amused, so taunting. It was the voice of his greatest rival, Alya “Rena Rouge” 
Césaire, a bounty hunter who was just as wily as she was skilled. More than once, he'd 
fallen for her doppelganger trick and ended up missing out on a reward. The fact she was 
inconveniently cute didn't help either, what with those golden-brown eyes that were so 
quick to light up with laughter, or her waves of sunset-coloured hair, or those full, kissable 
lips. Not that he stared at her lips. Mostly. Okay, he tried very hard not to. 


The point was that she was now standing behind him, looking inconveniently cute with one 
hand on her hip and the smuggest smile curling her lips. 


“Well?” she said. 


He stood up, grabbing his rifle and slinging it over his shoulder. Heat tickled his ears as he 
met her gaze, but his expression was relaxed. No way was he going to let her see how 
embarrassed he was that she'd caught him in such a situation. “Sure, if you're offering.” 


Success! That response had been the epitome of cool. 


Her smile widened and she gestured for him to follow her. “Come on then, shell boy. Let's 
get off this dump." 


Alya's ship was nice enough, but it didn't have the sweet, sweet bass that he'd installed 
into Wayzz ۱۰ Typical. Her priorities were all off. How were you supposed to jam out to your 
favourite tunes with some sad, subpar bass that belonged in your gran’s attic, buried 
under outfits so frighteningly out of fashion they probably could have scared away ghosts? 
Sure, Alya’s chairs were comfier, but music was soul. Music was what gave the stars life. 


“You've gotta get a better sound system in here,” he said, shaking his head as he sat next 
to her in the co-pilot's seat. 


"Excuse me, Judgey, but my ship is perfectly fine as it is. Besides, your amazing sound 
system didn't save your precious Wayzz from getting blown up, did it?” 


He stared at her as if she'd just ripped out his heart and stomped on it. “That was a low 
blow. I'm still in mourning, you know.” 


She pushed the Autopilot button, then arched her eyebrow at him. "Don't have a go at my 
Trixx, then.” 


He held her gaze, unblinking, before his lips twitched and he had to look the other way so 
he wouldn't laugh. She did the same. (But he still caught the smile that slipped free on her 
face.) 


“Okay,” he said, offering his hand. “How about و‎ truce? No more talk about ships.” 
“Deal.” 


She grasped his hand. It was like an electric bolt to the heart, all quickening beats and 
jumping pulse. No bass could be more perfect than the one that thumped in his chest. No 
music more exhilarating than the one her touch set tingling through his body. 


And he was still holding her hand. 
Right. 


He released her hand and tugged at his collar, hoping that the warmth blooming on his 
cheeks wasn't as noticeable as it felt. (lt never occurred to him to wonder why she hadn't 
let go either.) 


"So, uh,” he said, clearing his throat, and then his stomach gave a loud rumble—the kind 
that was more like a subterranean monster's growl that just went on and on and made him 


want to hermit-crab into a shell. His face grew hotter and he rubbed the base of his neck, 
an awkward smile tugging at his ...” 


She snorted and stood up. "l'Il get you some food.” 
"Oh, you don't have to—" 
“Nino.” 


He closed his mouth. (And tried to ignore the way his stomach fluttered at the sound of his 
name on her lips.) 


“You're my guest now,” she said bluntly, “so if | say I'll make you food, you'd better be a 
good guest and let me.” 


"Yes, ma'am.” He saluted, and was more than a little pleased when she laughed. 


Alya Césaire had a beautiful laugh. 


Nino stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom and lightly slapped his cheeks twice. 
"Get a grip,” he told himself. 


Alya's inconvenient cuteness was clearly getting to him. Or maybe it was because, for all 
that she was his rival, he could no longer deny that he enjoyed her company. She was 
funny, smart, and a growing part of him did not want to have to go separate ways once 
they reached the Halfway Station. This was not good. 


He exhaled a deep breath and left the bathroom. That was his mistake. If he'd just stayed 
in there a little longer, he wouldn't have collided with Alya when he rounded the corner. 
Then she wouldn't have put her hands on his chest to steady herself and he wouldn't have 
instinctively grabbed her waist. 


The scent of orange blossom and vanilla sneaked around him, sweet with a heady caress. It 
stirred his pulse and turned his mouth dry. He forgot all about how she was his rival. He 
forgot about everything except that she smelled like home and her lips looked like inviting 
silk. 


Their eyes met. 
“Sorry,” he said a bit too huskily. “Wasn't watching where | was going.” 
“Same here.” 


Neither pulled away. 


His heartbeat quickened, pounding against his chest. That song with perfect bass. It 
thundered in his ears and urged him to move closer, to dare to do what he knew he had 
always desired. But it was so hard to take that final step. So scary to peel back his armour 
and leave his heart bare for her scrutiny. 


He had been living in denial for so long. 
"Oh, to heck with it,” she muttered. 


She grabbed his collar and yanked him down, planting her lips on his. Soft. Unexpected. 
He blinked before he simply melted into the kiss, wrapping his arms around her. 


“You don't know how long I've been wanting to do that,” she murmured. 


He laughed and nudged his forehead to hers. “Can't say I'm complaining you got there 
first this time.” 


“| had to since you were being so slow.” 


"Mmhmm,” he hummed, unmoved by her teasing. "Care to do a repeat, then? Just to really 
let the lesson sink in?" 


She snorted but pulled him back down for another kiss. 


Needless to say, neither of them cared much for being rivals after that. They were much 
more content with being partners. 


Nino stretches his back, sighing when it gives a satisfying pop. He rolls his swivel chair out 
and plops down, spinning it around for a bit, before he scoots himself towards his desk. 


Today, he was officially going to be brainstorming. He grabs one of the notebooks he uses 
to scribble down song inspiration and beats, flipping it open until he finds a blank page, 
and sets it down on his desk. He grabs a pen—the one with a pompom at the end, an old 
gift from Marinette—and stares down at the paper with determination, pen poised. 


His girlfriend's birthday is coming up soon. It's in two weeks. He needs to think up a gift 
idea for Alya. 


Nino's admittedly not the best at getting people gifts. That was more Marinette's forte. But 
as Alya's boyfriend, he was willing to do his best. His best starts with giving himself enough 
time to get her something nice, and not leave it all to the last minute. Procrastinating will 
inevitably end in disaster. He knows it will; it's happened to many a school assignment. 


He's not going to half-ass things this time. A birthday is important business, after all! And 
Nino cares a lot about Alya, too much to let her down—or worse yet, ruin her birthday 
because he couldn't manage his time well. 


Alya deserves the world. Not only is she Nino's girlfriend, she's also one of his best friends. 
She works really hard, will try to do what's right, supports their classmates, and keeps 
putting herself in danger during Akuma attacks to show Paris what's happening. Nino 
loves and respects her a lot. It's why he's taking this so seriously. 


It's also a bit of a new experience, getting someone a birthday gift while he's dating them. 
He's sure it's just as new to Alya herself. Which makes it all the more special that he gets 
this right. 


Poking his tongue out of his mouth, Nino writes 'Gift Ideas’ at the top of the notebook 
page in large letters, before underlining it twice. And then stares down at it intently, 
tapping the end of the pompom against his cheek. 


Right. He can't think of any one item right away...Maybe some chocolates? 


He writes down ‘chocolate’ as the first item on the list. It's basic, and better as a Valentine's 
Day gift, but it's a start. 


Maybe a new phone case? Hers is dinged up from her little sisters dropping it, and the 
occasional scuffle during Akuma attacks, before Ladybug can summon her Lucky Charm to 
revert all damage. Nino writes down ‘phone case’, but still feels like it's a basic gift idea. 


He should get و‎ little more personal with it, right...? Show that he's put some thought and 
effort into the gift. 


The young DJ sighs, leaning back in his swivel chair and balancing the pen on his upper lip. 
It's hard to balance, considering the pompom at the end makes it weighted heavily on one 
side. He gives up his attempts when the pen slips off his face and falls, nearly stabbing him 
on the thigh in its descent to the ground. 


He huffs, leaning down to pick the pen back up again. Thinking of gifts really isn't his 
strong suit... 


Maybe he should look at this in a different way. Instead of thinking about items his 
girlfriend might like, he might get farther by thinking about Alya's interests instead. 


He sits back and considers what his girlfriend likes. The Ladyblog, obviously; it's her pride 
and joy. Ladybug and Chat Noir are a quick second, since they're Paris’ heroes, and her 
blog's all about them. She's a huge fan of superheroes in general, considering how much 
Knight Owl and Majestia stuff she owns... 


Nino nods to himself, jotting a few items down. He can't go wrong with Knight Owl and 
Majestia merch, or anything to do with Ladybug and Chat Noir. 


What else would Alya like...? 


Oh, wait— journalism! Alya wants to be a reporter someday as her career. The entire 
reason she maintains the Ladyblog is so she can cover the Akuma for Paris, always there 
for the scoop, to show her mettle. She's even gotten private interviews from Ladybug and 
Chat Noir herself, which is a huge accomplishment. 


Alya's been doing really well so far, and she's way younger than all her competition. She's 
an amazing reporter and journalist! Honestly, Nino's a little in awe at her sheer grit and 
ambition. Alya Cesaire knows what she wants, and she always works hard to get it. 


Actually... That gives him an idea. 


Nino excitedly jots a new line on his list, double-checking it before nodding to himself. 
With a wide grin on his face, he flips the page over. Time to start hand-making Alya's 
birthday gift...! 


Nino tries to shake off his lingering nervousness as he steps up to the Cesaire home. He's 
been here plenty of times, but today he's going to be interacting with the entire family at 
once. Everyone in Alya's family had a very strong personality, to say the least, so he was 
shoring up his courage. 


The instant he knocks on the door, it swings open. He peers up at the mountainous visage 
of one Nora Cesaire, known kickboxer and Alya’s older sister. Nino only barely stumbles 
when she gives him a friendly clap on the back, fingers clutching his ۵305 strap, so he 
won't drop it. “Hey, Cappie!” 


“Hey Nora—oof!” He keeps on his feet with a slight wheeze as little Etta and Ella all but 
bowl into him with enthusiastic hello hugs. 


“Nino!” “Heya!” 

“Hey there, girls,” the cap-wearing teen chuckles, patting their heads. “Causing trouble?” 
"No," Etta and Ella say in unison, eyes gleaming with mischief. 

Nora clicks her tongue, bulky arms crossed and a grin crooking her lips. “You won't, when 
I've got my eye out.” 


The little twins giggle, and Nino shakes his head with a smile. He quickly maneuvers 
through the house to let the twin girls terrorize the other guests and Nora intimidate those 
barely stepping through the front door. 


“Nino...! Alya's over here, sweetie,” Alya's mother says, carrying trays of delicious looking 
gourmet snacks from the kitchen. Nino steps forwards quickly and helps her with a tray. 
Marlena smiles kindly back at him, warm eyes crinkled. “Thanks for the help.” 


"Its no prob, Mrs. Cesaire,” he says respectfully with a nod, deciding against making a 
finger-gun or tipping his cap. Both hands on the tray is probably safer, after all. 


Nino's grateful for his strong grip when he nearly runs right into Mr. Cesaire on the way to 
the snack table. Otis is a tall and broad man, kind of mildly terrifying with his stern face. 
But the man’s expression softens as he effortlessly takes the item from Nino's hands. “I'll 
take this, son.” 


“Thanks sir,” Nino says with half-sheepish, half-grateful smile, eyes glancing about the 
room until they land on a familiar head of auburn curls. “Alya...!” 


“Nino!” his girlfriend calls back brightly, all but jumping him with a massive hug that he 
enthusiastically returns. “Glad you could make it!” 


“Course I'd make it. It's your birthday,” he tells her fondly, smile stretching wide in his 
mouth. His girlfriend looks really pretty in her embroidered blouse and jean shorts. “Now, 
d'ya want your present now, or later?” 


“Present?” Alya asks, a gleam in her amber eyes. She steps back a bit, before making 
grabby-hand motions. "If you've got it, gimme—" 


"Alya, you shouldn't open your gifts yet,” Alya's mom chides, fondly exasperated. 


"But Nino's my boyfriend! He should get boyfriend privileges, right?” Alya retorts, 
clenching her fists and bouncing on her toes. “C'mon, Mom, just this one present...! I'll 
definitely save the rest!” 


“Well...” the woman sighs, sharing an amused glance with her husband. “As long as it's not 
a large present that'll be a production to unwrap...” 


“Nope, it's not ginormous or anything,” Nino assures, rubbing the back of his neck and 
smiling awkwardly. 


“I'm definitely gonna love it,” his girlfriend states, grabbing his hand and getting on her 
toes to peck his cheek. 


“If Nino's giving you something, I’m not sure how the rest of our gifts will stack up...” a 
familiar voice chimes, warmly amused. 


“Marinette!” Alya shrieks, letting go of Nino's hand to run and give her best friend a big 
hug. The two girls bounce in place, giggling happily. “Girl, you're just on time! It's a 
miracle...!” 


"It kinda is, isn't it?” Marinette grins. Nino chuckles, walking over to pat Marinette's 
shoulder, easily giving a fist bump to Adrien when the blond joins them in their little 
quartet. 


"She was stuck at her parent's bakery for a bit, so | offered to give her a ride here,” Adrien 
explains with a bright smile. “It would've taken longer if she tried going on foot, l'm pretty 
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sure 


"So, Adrien was your hero, huh?” Alya asks teasingly with a smirk to a pink-faced 
Marinette. The poor girl squeaks like a trodden-on mouse. The rest of their classmates— 
who've just started filtering in—are lingering back and giving each other knowing looks. 
Rose is seemingly liable to start squealing as she clutches Juleka's arm, Nathaniel and Kim 
grumble as they hand a smirking Alix money, and Max is recording the entire ordeal 
through Markov. 


"G-Gifts! What about your gifts?” Marinette sputters out, wildly changing the subject as she 
wildly pinwheels her arms around. 


Nino takes pity on his friend and goes along with it. "| was just about to give Alya mine, 
actually.” 


“Ooh, that's right!” Alya nods, waving to the rest of their class. “Thanks for coming! Y'all 
can put your presents on the table over in the corner!” 


The class all get to it, a still flustered Marinette leading the pack. Adrien smiles at Alya and 
gives a little chirped “happy birthday!” before following along. 


Alya looks over her shoulder to watch for a few moments, before turning back to Nino 
with bright eyes behind her glasses. "So...You still got my gift?” 


"Of course,” he says easily, reaching into his bag and fishing out a wrapped package. "Here 
ya go." 


Alya is quick to tear through the glossy paper like a fox with a rabbit. “Ooh, my favorite 
chocolates...!” she crows. “Thanks, Nino!” 


“And that's just the first part of my present.” 


“Oh? Ohoho?” the other grins wolfishly. "Got something else to top these amazing 
chocolates?” 


“Well... There’s one thing professional reporters have that | thought you might need,” Nino 
grins back. 


Nino takes out his phone, unlocking it and going to his files, raising the volume to max 
before clicking play. From the tiny speakers on his phone chimes his gift. A jingle 
specifically for Alya to use on her Ladyblog's videos to start and end segments, like a 
professional newscast would have. 


Alya squeals, instantly throwing her arms around him in a hug. He barely manages to keep 
from dropping his phone completely as she excitedly jumps in place, thanking him 
profusely. 


"This is such an amazing gift...! Oh my God!” his girlfriend all but shrieks, keeping an iron 
grip around him. 


Nino just gives a chuckle, carefully wrapping his arms around her and squeezing. “You're 
pretty much already a reporter, right? So, | thought you deserve a jingle.” 


“I'm using this in all my videos,” Alya promises, vehement and bright-eyed as she looks up 
at him with a brilliant beam. "Right across the entire Ladyblog! Ooh, and l'Il credit you 
properly for making it for me, of course. Gotta let people know who made my amazing gift 
in the first place!” 


"A promo from the Ladyblog? Looks like I'm moving up in the world,” the cap-wearing 
teen says warmly, cupping her face with a hand, thumb swiping across her cheekbone. 


"You don't need me to make amazing things, mister DJ," she quickly retorts with a fond 
smile. “But l'm glad | could inspire you here.” 


"You inspire me every day,” Nino tells her honestly. He hears his class give a collective 
‘awwww’ in the background, though Alix fake-gags with a smile. “I'm just glad you liked 
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Alya leans up to give him a kiss square on the lips. Nino blinks back dazedly as she smiles 
at him as bright as the sun. “You kidding? | love it. | love you.” 


"I—1 love you too,” Nino manages to say, face warm and heart fluttering, flustered beyond 
belief as he fumbles to adjust his glasses on his face. 


Nino's admittedly not the best at getting people gifts. But he's ridiculously glad that his 
girlfriend's gift was such a success. And he can't wait to give Alya many more gifts in the 
future. 
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(DjWifi!Mafia Au) 
By Parisique 


It was a sunny Wednesday afternoon when Alya Césaire got robbed. 


Or, well, he tried. She was on her way back to her apartment, making her way to the metro 
station down the street, when some guy grabbed her purse. Alya turned, making sure to 
keep the bag pinned between her elbow and her side, and punched the guy in the face. 


He kept tugging at the bag, and Alya let him continue his efforts in vain as she examined 
him. He was wearing a nice business suit, which was quite curious - what did a rich man 
need to rob her for? 


The guy seemed to get that she wasn't giving up her purse, so he finally let go. They 
stared at each other for a beat before he turned and took off down the street. 


Alya wasn't going to let a good story get away like that. She gave chase. 


The pedestrians parted for them, a few people shooting them nasty glares or curious 
looks. The guy scurried into the subway, and Alya hurriedly followed. She managed to slip 
into a train right before the doors closed, almost launching herself into someone's lap. 


"Sorry," Alya said, and the old man gave her a smile, waving away her apology. 


"It's nothing,” he said, and Alya smiled back. Perhaps he was a tourist, based on his bright 
red Hawaiian shirt, though his French seemed pretty good. 


Focusing on the task at hand, Alya looked around the car for the well-dressed robber. 
There was a young couple ... a guy dozing off with headphones on ... a middle-aged 
woman texting on her phone ... there! Through the compartment window, Alya locked 
eyes with the man as the train jolted to a stop. 


He was quick to push his way onto the platform and make a run for the closest set of 
stairs. Shoving her way past fellow passengers, Alya ran after him, calling out apologies 
over her shoulder. 


On the street, Alya looked around and spotted the man further down the sidewalk, holding 
a phone up to his ear while waving for a taxi. One picked him up, and as he slid into it, he 
glanced over his shoulder. His eyes widened when he saw her marching towards him, and 
the taxi quickly took off. Not a moment later, another one pulled up to where Alya was 
standing. 


“Hello,” the driver said as Alya opened the door and got in, “where to?” 


"Follow that car,” Alya said, pointing to the other taxi. 


“Okay,” the driver said as he merged into traffic, “just know it might get pricey depending 
on how far you're going.” 


"It's fine,” Alya said, keeping her eyes on the taxi they were tailing. The driver shrugged 
and kept driving. 


The taxi ahead of them eventually stopped in front of a large building in the heart of Paris' 
business sector. Alya hopped out, handing the driver some bills through the window. 


Her would-be robber stared in horror as Alya emerged from the other taxi before bolting 
through the entrance to the building ahead of them. Alya followed him, and found herself 
in a luxurious lobby. People dressed similarly to the guy she was chasing all stared at Alya 
as she looked around, many of them sitting on couches with money and jewels spread out 
on coffee tables in front of them. 


Bright chandeliers hung from the tall ceiling, and the floor was carpeted in a deep green. 
Everyone around her wore all-black suits, clearly made of expensive material. And while 
the person she was chasing was nowhere in sight, a group of security guards were quickly 
closing in. 


Alya looked around, spotting some elevators on the other side of the lobby. The crowd 
parted for her as she hurried across the grand space, picking up her pace when she 
noticed the security following. 


"Hey, you!” One of the security guards called out as Alya reached the elevators. 


She chose to ignore him, furiously pressing the button until the doors opened and 
someone stepped out. 


Alya moved past them with an “excuse me,” holding down the button to close the doors 
before pressing more buttons at random. 


The elevator started moving upward, and Alya breathed a sigh of relief. She was in an 
unfamiliar place surrounded by strange people - the plot was thickening, and she was 
excited. As the doors opened on a random floor, Alya stepped out. 


"No, Nino, you don't understand,” a voice came from down the hall, "it's hardly my fault 
she chased me halfway across Paris!” 


“Chris, you had one job,” another voice said as two figures rounded the corner, “and 
nowhere in there did | ask you to rob a random civilian, this could put our entire op - ” 


Alya stared at the guy she'd chased halfway across Paris - Chris, if she'd heard correctly. 
Chris stared back, horrified. 


“You!” Alya whirled around to find the security guards standing there. Turning to face 
forward again, she found Chris and the guy he'd called Nino staring at her. In this situation, 
there was only one thing to do. 


Alya ran, meaning to make her way past the two men so she could escape the merciless 
security, but she found herself stopping as a hand came to rest on her arm. 


Nino was giving the guards a chilly look, shaking his head. Alya watched as the security 
hesitated before backing away. 


"Why don't you come with me, ma'am,” Nino said, turning to her, and it was at this 
moment that Alya realized that she might have gotten herself into a stickier situation than 
she intended. 


"And who are you?” Alya asked as Nino began leading her down the hall, his hand moving 
from her arm to her back. 


He cast her a suspicious look at her question, tilting his head slightly to look at her over 
the frames of his glasses before giving her no answer. Chris was trailing behind them, and 
when Alya turned to look at him, he frowned, pressing an ice pack closer to his cheek 
before grimacing. 


"Sorry about that,” Alya told him, "I wouldn't have done it if you hadn't tried to rob me. 
Why did you, by the way?” 


Chris opened his mouth to retort, but he was quickly hushed by a look from Nino - who, 
the longer Alya looked at them, appeared to be Chris's older brother. 


"Shut up, Chris,” Nino said, and Alya nodded to herself - they were definitely siblings. 


Turning to face forward again, Alya found that Nino had stopped at a door. He took his 
hand off her back for a moment to reach into his pocket and produce a key. 


"Where are we right now?” Alya asked as he unlocked the door. "I mean, Paris, duh - but 
those people in the lobby didn't seem like typical businesspeople. What kind of business 
do you run here, exactly?” 


Nino chuckled at her questions, opening the door and gesturing for her to enter. 
"Talkative, aren't you? You'd be lucky to never find out.” 


"Secretive, aren't you?” Alya retorted as she stepped past him. The room appeared to be 
an office of some sort, with some chairs and bookshelves and a grand wooden desk. Nino 
Lahiffe, read the glass nameplate. "Besides, this never wouldn't have happened if Chris 
hadn't tried to rob me, so it’s kind of his fault I'm here.” 


Both men froze, turning sharply to look at her. 


Nino recovered first, fully closing the door and crossing the room to where she stood. 
"Who are you, and how do you know about us?” 


"What?" Alya looked from one brother to the other, taken aback by the question. “What do 
you - | don't know who you are, | just followed Chris here.” 


"How do you know his name?” Nino demanded, exchanging a nervous look with Chris. 


"Oh - you said it in the hall,” Alya said, gesturing towards the closed door, and the 
brothers immediately relaxed. 


"Please, take a seat,” Nino said, gesturing to the chairs as he rounded the desk to sit across 
from them, sweeping some papers into a drawer. Alya caught a glimpse of what looked 
like floor plans before turning to Chris, who was observing her suspiciously. 


“Right,” Nino said, and Alya turned to look at him. “About ... this whole thing. l'm sure you 
have some questions.” 


"Yes," Alya said, leaning forward in her seat. She could sense her story just out of reach. 
"Who are you? What is this place? And why was he trying to rob me if you're this well off?” 


"Chris is facing a demotion within our company,” Nino said. "Forgive him for being a bit 
desperate.” 


"A demotion?!” Chris cried - apparently this was news to him. 
"Yes," Nino said, glaring at him, “a demotion." 
Chris slouched in his seat, crossing his arms and pouting. 


“Again,” Nino said, turning back to Alya, "I apologize for him. I'd be happy to compensate 
you for any damage he might have done.” 


“Oh, he didn't actually manage to steal anything,” Alya said, thinking it might be best not 
to mention the fact that she did more damage to him than the other way around. Nino's 
eye twitched. “And the taxi fare doesn't matter because it counts as a business expense. 
Now, Mr. Lahiffe, if you'd be willing to answer a few questions for me?” 


Nino tensed when she said his name, and Alya pointed at the nameplate. “Oh,” Nino said, 
and then, “Actually, | have a meeting coming up in a few minutes - Chris here can see you 
out, and not attempt to rob you again.” 


“What meet-" Chris began, and Nino shot him a glare. “Fine,” Chris huffed, standing up. 


"In that case, I'd love to set up a meeting with you to speak more about your company,” 
Alya said, staying seated. "Do you have a business card, or something?” Nino gave her an 
incredulous look. "Your company doesn't seem to attract much attention, and seeing as 
your employee attempted to commit a crime in broad daylight earlier, you don't seem to 


be doing that well, either. An article in one of Paris’ most-read papers ought to get some 
eyes on you, no?” 


Nino and Alya stared at each other. Nino pressed his lips together. Alya adjusted her 
glasses. 


Nino sighed, opening a drawer and taking out a small rectangular paper. “Chris will be in 
contact.” 


“Thanks,” Alya said, taking it from him and giving it a cursory glance - his name and 
number were there, along with what she assumed was the logo of his organization. "See 
you soon.” 


“Yes,” Nino said, “I'm sure we will - unless you'd be willing to accept that this is a relatively 
new startup that'll soon go under.” 


"Not a chance,” Alya said, smiling as she headed for the door. 

As the door closed, Nino reached for the intercom button. “Wayhem?" 
“Yes, sir?” The familiar voice of the specialist responded. 

“The lady Chris is leading down the hall - find out who she is.” 

"Yes, sir.” 


A few moments later, Nino's phone chimed with a text from Wayhem. Alya Césaire, 25, 
Head Reporter for Le Monde. Education includes Ecole Supérieure de Journalisme. More 
information to come. 


"A journalist, of course,” Nino sighed, “Chris just had to pick a journalist.” Still, there was a 
strange lack of fire behind his words. While he'd never admit it to anyone who asked, Nino 
Lahiffe was looking forward to seeing Alya Césaire again. 


Shaking his head, Nino pulled out some papers from his desk. He had an operation to 
plan. 
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Sommer’ s Ene Festival 


By Peyton St. Jackalope 
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Alya is a new girl that had just moved to Paris. All she really wants are friends, but it is still 
summer break before school starts. When she learns about the Summer's End Festival, it is 
the perfect moment to make new friends, or perhaps even meet a soulmate. 


Alya woke up that morning to the sun rising over the Eiffel Tower. Now that was a view a 
girl could get used to. Nevertheless, moving to Paris and changing schools was a 
bittersweet affair with the tried-and-true problems just about anyone else had had. 
Though Alya Césaire wasn't anyone else. She was a reporter. Or would be, rather. She 
knew how to trust her wits and get down to the bottom of things to discover the truth, and 
truth be told, she had a knack for it too. 


She couldn't bear knowing just as much as the common tourist, so that's why it didn't take 
long for her to discover the talk of the town: The Summer's End Festival. Simply put, 
anyone who anyone was going, including their dog and Uncle Larry too. From big-name 
models, designers, actors to locally famous bakeries were slipping from people’s mouths, 
left to right. It seemed like the entirety of Paris was invited. 


Paris, being Paris, this was a renowned event. Countless tales of people finding their 
soulmate she found herself jotting down into pocket-width notepad. Though that didn't 
matter to her. This was a perfect event to settle in, have some fun, and maybe even make 
friends in this new town she now had to live in. 


As Alya walked into her apartment, a quick grab took the flyer right out of her hands. 
“Nora!” 


"Ah, the Summer's End Festival?” she teased. 
Alya sighed. “Could you tell me more about it, Nora?” 


"| remember going to my first one, about a year older than you are now. Each year, the 
Summer's End Festival is held on the day of the Dawn-Lit Moon.” 


Alya tilted her head in confusion. “The Dawn-Lit Moon?” 
"For why shan't Ever the Dawn-Lit Moon?” Nora called out in a sing-song tone. 
Alya crossed her arms with a smirk on her face. "Do you care to elaborate?” 


"Oh, you're the same Alya you've always been.” Nora patted her back, leaning in with a 
soft whisper. "You know what they say about a Dawn-Lit Moon, don't you?” 


Alya gave a small huff, but couldn't help but continue smirking. “And what would that be?” 


"That absolutely anything is possible.” 


At the dinner table, Alya couldn't help but burst with excitement. "Mom, can | go to the 
Summer's End Festival with Nora?” 


Marlena rubbed her temples. "Alya dear, you know | have to work that night, catering at 
that event, even.” She motioned toward the twins. "| need someone to watch thing one 
and thing two, and you're just the lass to do it.” 


Alya bit her lip. She didn't want to, but she wasn't the kind of girl to talk back to her 
mother. 


Nora nudged Alya. "We can take shifts, how does that sound?” 

"You wouldn't mind?” 

"Of course not.” 

Alya gave Nora a hug. It felt like she had been doing that a lot lately. 


"As long as someone is doing it,” Marlena replied. “If you can complete all of your chores 
by that day, we can try and arrange something. How does that sound?” 


“Thank you, Thank you, Thank you, Thank you!” Alya's mouth spat out. She ran around to 
where her mother sat. 


"Of course, Alya.” Marlena wrapped her arms around her daughter and patted her head. 
"Make sure the dress you're going to wear is on the couch so we can get it prepped to get 
dry cleaned.” 


There was a jangle of keys. “After that, come help me pick up what's on mom's list. It’s 
quite big,” Nora said. 


Marlena nodded. “Oh definitely. | have a big event coming up for the mayor tomorrow-" 
Alya quirked her head. “So soon?" 
"Yes, and l'm quite short-stacked on the ingredients | need for it." 


Nora showed Alya the list, glancing over it and getting the basic idea. “You can count on 
us, mama!” 


When Alya and Nora got home with the bushels of groceries in their arms, they walked 
into the middle of a disaster. 


“Ella did it!” 


"No, Etta did it!” 


Her mother's old dress that she wore when she was a teenager which had been strewn 
across the couch, was destroyed. Covered in smudges of chocolate, ice cream, drool, soap, 
baking soda- 


"What do you little brats think you're doing?” Alya shrieked. Even Nora was startled as it 
seemed that the sides of her face were bursting into flames. 


Ella’s and Etta's voices were scared, scattering between one another. 
"We were trying to fix it." 

"Ella wanted ice cream!” 

“But you were the one who wanted the syrup.” 

"You said the orange box of the white soap was how we should clean it-" 
"And you said the dish soap woulda worked better!” 


Alya bit back at the ball in her throat. "That was mom's dress which was dry clean only! | 
was going to wear it for the festival and you guys ruined it.” 


"We didn't mean to, Alya.” 
"Yeah, we're really sorry!” 


As Alya burst into tears at the chaos and cacophony, Nora sat her down on the couch. "I 
don't think we can fix this in time for the festival, but you know what?” 


Alya wiped at the stream running down her cheek. She turned to Nora. “What do you think 
we do?” 


She gave her a hefty pat on the back. “There's a sale at the boutique down the street with 
some really cute dresses | think you'd like.” 


Alya arched her brow. "Are you saying what | think you're saying?” 


“I've been saving up some money for a little while now for an occasion just like this.” She 
smiled. “Or going camping with Jalil, but you know.” 


"Thank you so much.” Alya hugged her tight. "You're the best big sister anyone could ever 
ask for.” 


Alya stepped out of Nora’s car, arriving at the festival in her new dress. 


“Thank you, madame chauffeur,” Alya said to her, giving her a hand out of the vehicle. 


Nora rolled her eyes. "Oh shut up, your royal highness.” 

Alya curtsied. "At your service. Now, where did Ella and Etta go?” 

There was a burst of giggles coming from behind the car. 

Nora flared. "I need you guys to stay where either me or Alya can see you.” 


“Aww, alright, Nora.” The twins came out from behind the car as Alya scooped them both 
into her arms. 


They walked for an hour, petting the animals, grabbing cotton candy and candied apples 
and even had to chance to meet Ella and Etta’s idols that played on the television every 
day before they headed off to school. 


Once Alya's shift was up, she returned to her mother’s stand for the changing of the 
guard. "Thank you so much again, Nora.” 


Nora smiled and made a swatting motion with her hand. “Don't mention it.” 


Out of sight and out of mind, Alya was free from the twins out of her hair. Not that she 
didn't love them, but she wanted to breathe a little with some freedom. Taking a deep 
inhale, she shut her eyes. 


"Hey, dude, where are you headed?” a young man’s voice asked as Alya crashed head-first 
into him. 


“I'm so sorry, | wasn't paying attention and ۱۲ As he helped her up, she got lost in his dark 
brown eyes. 


"And?" He smiled. 
Alya brushed the dirt off her dress. "| guess | was just a tad lost.” 
"Well, let me be your guide,” Nino said. 


As they walked together through the fair, buying sodas and popcorn as they went along, 
Alya pointed to a tent with a large teacup sign above it. "۱ think he can read tea.” 


"Oh, that seems fun!” Nino said, throwing some more popcorn in his mouth. 


In a minute, they were there, reading over the menu. Nino arched his brow. “What's Wyrd 
Tea?" 


The man turned around. He was rather short, but with a glance, it was apparent he had 
twice his height in wisdom and experience. "Ah, so you desire to know your fate?” Wang 
Fu asked. 


“Ooh, that sounds fun,” Alya whispered to Nino. 


"Do you wanna do it?” 
"For sure. It sounds like palm reading, but we get a nice tea too.” 
Nino turned to Fu. “Yeah!” 


They walked into his tent and sat down at the wooden table. ۱۲ looked rather antiquated, 
but perhaps not as old as he was. He laid the teacups and saucers on the table and poured 
the tea from a kettle. 


After he gave them their fortunes, Nino opened a pamphlet about the event. "Hey, do you 
want to see the Jagged Stone concert next? | think it starts in ten minutes” 


“Are you a Jagged Stone fan too?” Alya smiled, trying to hide how ecstatic she was. 
Nino nodded. “Yeah dude, | listen to all kinds of music.” 

She squinted. “Even XY?" 

“Yeah!” 

"Hrm, ۱۱۱ be keeping my eye on you,” she teased, shaking her head at him. 


As they left, Fu spoke to the turtle in his terrarium, “Don't you think they were made for 
each other, Wayzz?" 


They sat together between two great cypresses on a small cliff overlooking a swan-filled 
lake under the light of the moon. One of Jagged Stone's classics could be heard live from 
the stage nearby. 


Under the light of the moon, 


"You know,” he weaved his fingers through the locks of her fox-tailed hair, “you're 
beautiful looking like this.” 


by the sea, 
"Is that so?” She raised her brow at him. 
kiss me. 
And so they did. 


And so they were interrupted by the irritating ring of a cellphone. After both fumbled 
through their pockets, Alya realizes it's her mother. Flinging her backpack over her 
shoulder, he barely noticed her cap coming out of it. 


“Oh my God, it's midnight. It's so way past my curfew.” She started furiously tapping her 
password into her phone. “I'm sorry, | really need to go.” 


Nino's brows furrows. His heart rate sped up. “Wait, | didn't catch your ۵ 


Alya ignored him in her anxious flurry. “It's my mother and if I don't answer, I'll be in so 
much trouble.” 


Nino reaches out to her with his hand, but unable to reach her in time. "When will | see 
you again?” The echo of his words is lost amongst the crowd. It's too late. 


He swallows back the ball in his throat. From his left to his right, people are everywhere, 
but she is all but lost. In grief, he looks down like a saddened puppy dog. Wiping away the 
tears, a bright contrast to the rest of the cobblestone grounds below caught his eye. ts 
her red cap, he thought it himself. Picking it up, he dusted it off with his elbow and 
secured it onto his head. Looking up to the moon, he smiled. "Maybe if I'm lucky, I'll see 
her just one day more and | can return it to her.” 


From that day forward, the red cap was his sentiment to the Cinderella that got away. 
Unbeknownst to him that it would be the same new student he would get trapped in a 
cage with, the same young woman he would fight alongside in crime as Carapace and 
Rena Rouge and as well as the woman that he would grow up to call his wife and the 
mother of his children. 
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It was a quiet night, the first in quite some time. The remaining leaves outside were rustling 
softly in the cool wind and the moon's soft glow colored the never-sleeping city of Paris in 
a mysterious, dimmed light. 

It was a calm night, though, not like most fall nights, leading into winter. This part of the 
city was a little quieter than some others, and cars only occasionally drove down the road, 
in search of the right house to get to. They were more a nuisance than background noise, 
at this level of rarity. 

The houses were still, even if there was a faint bustling to be heard from the city center. 
Somewhat more nearby, music floated over the rooftops, with some bass but no distinct 
melody to be made out. Many windows were still illuminated despite it being the middle of 
the night, well past a reasonable bedtime, yet one window held a very special glow. 

A young man was standing in the middle of a small room, with the window pointing 
outside to the streets, and he was watching something very intently, almost like a trance. 
He should be getting more sleep. 

Nino knew that. Especially now, in this situation of his life, he should be getting more 
sleep. But he couldn't bring himself to, not when it was still so fresh and new. 

It was so late and yet, he couldn't help himself. He had always been a night person, even 
when he had still been in school, and with him being a free time DJ his sleep schedule had 
shifted accordingly. Yet him being awake at the moment was not caused by his hobbies or 
a DJing gig. Instead, he was completely engrossed with a new addition to his life, unable to 
look away or be distracted, unable to go back into the bedroom next door and crawl into 
bed with his wife. 

The little flame in his chest was flickering softly, illuminating the surroundings. It was a 
strong, yet soft glow that would dip the small room decorated in pastel colors in a soft 
yellow. It was enough lighting for him, and he doubted he should make any more. 

The warmth of the little flame reflecting his mental state and deepest emotions was a stark 
contrast to the cooling world outside. When they had left the hospital just a week ago, he 
didn't even have to wear a jacket, despite it being late October already. 

It felt like he was breaking some sort of ice coating his skin when he moved in what felt like 
an eternity, his joints cracking and his body shaking off the stillness. How long had he been 
standing here, watching, not moving? It must've been an hour already, with how his knees 
ached a little. 

Slowly, he sat down on the chair next to the little crib and leaned on the side, cupping his 
cheek in his hand. The little flame in his chest, burning bright and warm, filled him up and 
shone on the littlest, tiniest face he had ever known. 

His little daughter. 

He hadn't believed how tiny a baby could actually be, even if the doctors and nurses had 
actually told him she was perfectly normal sized for a newborn. 


That didn't change the fact that he had been anxious when holding her for the first time, 
afraid that the littlest squeeze would hurt her. 

Cautiously, Nino lowered his hand into the crib and softly nudged her little hand to caress 
her palm. It wasn't often that she would open her hands, mostly keeping them in tiny fists. 
When she was sleeping and finally relaxing her hands, Nino and Alya often collected the 
little balls of fuzz out between her fingers and washed them softly, since she wouldn't 
open her fists at all when she was awake. Nino chuckled as he pulled another small piece 
of thread out between her tiny fingers, then he brushed over her knuckles with his finger 
and smiled. 

She was so peaceful when she slept. 

It was such a big difference to when she was awake, it somewhat astounded him that she 
actually slept like a rock most times. Whenever she wasn't napping, she was a small bundle 
of life, definitely keeping Alya and him occupied. 

Which made nights feel all the more peaceful. It wasn't a mystery to him that he liked to 
stay awake, sometimes watching his little daughter sleeping whenever he was stressed or 
just couldn't sleep. 

Her deep breaths made her little tummy rise and fall rhythmically and Nino found himself 
automatically breathing with her. The breaths which were considered deep for the tiny 
baby that was just a few weeks old, were no more than tiny huffs to him. 

He had to smile at that again and gingerly brushed over her cheek, then he pulled his 
hand back again and continued watching her. Her eyes were moving and her tiny mouth 
was slightly opened. Now that he thought about that, she actually looked a lot like Alya 
when she was sleeping. 

A few moments of silence later, a familiar voice somewhat startled him. 

When he turned to the door, his very sleepy wife appeared in the doorframe, illuminated 
by her own little flame that danced inside her chest, then she yawned and approached her 
husband who was sitting by the crib, smiling up to her while she placed a hand on his 
shoulder and the other on the railing of the crib, looking down to the small baby. 

“... Hey.”, she whispered softly and he tilted his head to kiss her knuckles, before rubbing 
over them with his own hand. 

"Hi...”, he breathed back at her, “Why're you awake?” 

Another yawn from his wife made him chuckle, then she reached down to their daughter 
and brushed over her cheek as well. 

"You weren't there anymore, so | went searching for you.” 

Nino hummed at that and kissed her knuckles again, before getting back up and smiling 
when he pressed a kiss to her neck. 

"You knew exactly where to find me.”, he playfully shot back and she gave a little, sleepy 
giggle before leaning into his touch, her eyes still not leaving the baby. 

“... She looks so peaceful when sleeping...”, Alya remarked and Nino nodded, kissing her 
neck again. 

"She does... | like watching her sleep...”, he replied and his wife kissed his hand in affection, 
"Want me to come back to bed?” 


For a moment, Alya hesitated, then she took a step back and snuggled into Nino's back 
because she knew exactly that he couldn't divert his gaze from his little daughter as 
quickly. Her small flame brightly shone against his back. It made him feel his insides warm 
up. 

The young father took her hands that were resting on his chest next to his flame and 
interlaced them, his palm resting on the back of her hands, while his flame shone down on 
the sleeping baby. He wondered if he'd ever know her real name. After all, Olivia was just 
the name Nino and Alya had chosen for her like Gavroche had been the name his parents 
had given him. 

Finding the true name was a long process for most, and usually only happened around 
puberty or later. He had told his parents his true name a few years after he had found out, 
not because he had been ashamed or because his flame was sometimes low, but because 
this was actually a pretty intimate business. It wasn't easy, walking around and having 
people see the state of his emotions. 

Alya had been the first to know. After they had been dating for a while, she had told him 
her real name and her flame had appeared. 

A few days later, Nino had offered his real name to her as well. 

Smiling, he looked down to their daughter, softly illuminated by both their flames. He 
would tell his baby daughter his real name right from the start. He wanted her to feel the 
wonderful warmth he had always felt when his mother had cuddled him close, when his 
father had kissed his forehead and when Alya hugged him, like right now. 

He wanted her to know the warmth of his love for her. 

Even if she was still too tiny to understand, he let go of one of Alya's hands and pulled her 
up beside him, before leaning down to his daughter and kissing her forehead. 

"My name's Nino.”, he whispered, and his flame flickered, before burning even brighter, 
“And | love you very much.” 

At that, Alya smirked and kissed his shoulder when he straightened back up again. 
“You're a dork, you know that?”, she asked and he just shrugged at that. 

"Let's get you back to bed, hm, Al? You look dead on your feet.” 

A yawn escaped his wife and she nodded sleepily, before also leaning down to their 
daughter, whispering her name, and kissing her. Nino could feel his heart skipping a beat 
at that. 

“| am dead on my feet.”, Alya finally admitted and he scooped her up to carry her back to 
their bed. Chuckling, he lowered her down on their mattress, then he kissed her while 
tucking her in again. 

"| love you, Al.”, he mumbled while he cuddled in next to her, kissing her shoulder as he 
embraced her. 

"| love you, too, Nino.”, she replied, already half asleep. 

The room was dark except for the dim light of their flames, shining through the blanket. 
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The lights flickered in time with a tired sigh, throwing darkness over pages that had already 
left Nino feeling increasingly frustrated. What was it about old timey books that made 
them so... so obtuse! 


Had it's previous owners meant to mock him? If so then he guessed they ought to 
congratulate themselves. Never before had anything left him feeling so completely and 
utterly defeated. 


With that thought and a heavy groan, Nino let the tome hit the cushion beside him. 


"Waaaaayzz," he whined, earning a dry look from the kwami. “How the sweet heck am | 
meant to read this crap? No offence. | know this is, like, your idea of fun and all, buuuut...” 


"None taken,” Wayzz replied, drifting down to sit upon his holder's shoulder. “I understand 
that it is a rather...” he paused, seemingly taking a moment to choose his next words 
carefully. ”...dull and dense text. But you were chosen to inherit this role, and with it comes 
certain responsibilities. Such as-" 


“Readin’ old books drier than the Sahara Desert?” Nino scoffed, leaning back into the worn 
comfort of his couch. 


"At least you're allowed to read them!” 
Ah, he was wondering when she was going to join the conversation. 


Across the room from him, grumbling to herself from her squeaky desk chair, sat Alya. Her 
legs were crossed and her form hunched, a sure sign that she wasn't quite over being 
scolded by the tiny god of protection earlier this evening. 


“Aww, come on, babe.” Nino attempted to assure her. "| promise, you're not missin’ out on 
anything exciting here!” 


Well, not anything that he himself would find exciting. To be perfectly honest, he wasn't 
sure why he'd had the title of guardian thrust upon him. Hero stuff wasn't really something 
he was passionate about. It was just something he did outta a sense of duty. 


Alya though? Now SHE was someone who woulda been squealing at the opportunity. She 
dug this kinda shit. 


Thick, boring books full of lore and secrets that had to be decoded and unravelled? 


The responsibility of deciding who was worthy of the same power they wielded, and who 
could never be allowed even near a miraculous? 


The weight that such a position held, and the changes it would bring with it? 
That was right up her alley! 


It was the ultimate hero's life, all stress and life altering decisions and sooo much 
information that it made his brain wanna shrivel up and roll right outta his head. This was 
her dream, not his. 


Yet here they sat, neither of them pleased with the cards they'd been dealt. 
Man, was life ever a bitch. 


“.... Okay, so maybe it'd be exciting to you,” Nino conceded as his girlfriend threw him an 
irritated glare, one that only softened as she took note of how exhausted he seemed. 


Alya pulled herself away from her desk, crossing the room in a few quick steps before she 
dropped herself next to her beloved with a graceless thump. 


"| know you're not trying to make me feel like shit, boo,” she assured him, although with 
how he slouched into her side Alya was getting the feeling that, perhaps, he felt he had 
failed in that. “It's just...” 


A strong arm wrapped itself around Nino's shoulder, and with one smooth motion he was 
pulled into the warmth of Alya's embrace. It was a comfort, a silent reassurance that no ill 
feelings were shared between them. That even if the situation was less than ideal, they 
refused to let it sour their bond. 


"Sucks major ass?” 
“Couldn't have said it better myself, Neens-" 


Alya felt the beginnings of a smile tugging at her lips, one that was awfully contagious as 
she caught sight of the same beauty blossoming upon her boyfriend's gorgeous face. 


"You know I'd give ya the damn title if | could, right?” Nino said with a slight shrug. “I 
wasn't really gunning for something like this. Or even remotely wanting it.” 


“Maybe that's why the old fart gave it to ya,” Trixx chimed in with, his sudden presence 
making the couple jolt comically. Alya threw a pointed look at her kwami, one that went 
entirely ignored by the mini master of mischief. 


“Just saying! | mean, isn't that what boring old humans do? Give power to those that don't 
want it?” 


"As much as | disagree with his choice of words and blatant disrespect for my former 
master,” Wayzz retorted with an air of annoyance. "Trixx does have a fair point. | do believe 
that Mas- that Fu's choice, or at least part of it, was based on a lack of desire. One that 
does not desire power is far less likely to abuse it.” 


Wayzz's own lack of tactfulness earned him a nasty look, from both his chosen and his 
fiery partner. Unlike Trixx though, he at least had the decency to appear guilty, knowing 
that he lacked a certain level of social savvy. The fox instead had whizzed off to find a new 
place to nap. How typical of him. 


"| did not mean anything offensive by it," the kwami quickly added. "| do not believe that 
Miss Alya would ever abuse such power! You have proven to be a hero of great honour 
and responsibility, and | would never wish to besmirch your name with such dirty 
implications..." 


“I'd hope not, little dude,” Nino said firmly, the sternness in his gaze starting to melt as 
Alya relaxed beside him, along with her grip that held his lanky frame. “I love ya, but Als is 
my frickin’ Queen. | ain't about to let anyone talk smack about her, not even you.” 


“| would never. In fact, if it would assure your fears, | will let it be known that Miss Alya was 
Fu's second pick.” 


A beat of silence passed, broken only by the slight cry of shock that fell from Alya's 
slackened jaw. 


"You... You can't be serious! Was l- | could of- What?!" 


“Oh, but | am. You possess a brilliant mind, and a passion for knowledge and the history of 
us kwamis that is both pure and unrivalled by anyone alive today. To be completely 
honest, the perfect guardian lies somewhere between you both. It made the decision 
terribly hard...” 


As he trailed off the silence returned. Unlike last time though, it stretched out, filling 
several long lasting minutes. 


Nino felt Alya's cheek come to rest upon his head, and even from where he rested, his face 
pressed into the crook of her neck, he could hear her heart race. Was it excitement, the 
idea that she was thought of so highly by someone she deeply respected? He hoped so. 
She deserved at least that. 


No, she deserved so much more. 


"You right there, Als?” Nino whispered against her skin, laying a gentle kiss to her 
thrumming pulse. To his delight he felt her shiver beneath his lips, egging him on to 
smother her in a flurry of feather light affections. 


“| will be once you stop being such a damn lovable DORK,” Alya shot back, her cheeks 
ablaze. It wasn't often that Nino managed to catch her off guard as such, not that she was 
complaining of course. She loved him dearly, with his sweet tenderness and near endless 
patience for her more... wild ways. 


But right now was meant to be serious talk time! 
"Well excuuuuuse me, Princess!” 
Oh, how her eyes rolled. 


"Anyway, back to the topic at hand. You know, the one where | was ALMOST THE 
GUARDIAN? | seriously can't believe that | was this close to being allowed to read the 
same book that you wanna throw in a fire!” Up went her hands, and with them Wayzz, who 
hopped out of the way of any further hand shenanigans and took refuge on the arm of 
their couch. 


"Like, come on universe! I'm sorry that we can't just fuse or mind meld or be co-guardians 
or something equally as ridiculous!” 


"Man, that last one woulda been hella sweet. Could you imagine? This shit would be so 
much easier if we could tackle it together. That damn book would be halfway understood 
by the end of the year if you were actually allowed to read it!” 


Together they sighed, almost dreamily, as though the idea was but a wish, one fit only for 
fairytales. Or perhaps a low budget rom com, like the ones they enjoyed playfully mocking 
every Friday evening. Ah, for their lives to be so stupidly simple. 


"Don't even say it, babe. Don't give me dreams that can't be fulfil-" 


"Co... Guardians?” Wayzz interjected, drawing their gazes to his suddenly pondering form. 
“| hadn't thought of that option. Neither of us had. It certainly isn't traditional, but Ma- but 
Fu has never been one to follow tradition. Does that truly matter now in the scheme of 
things?” 


His tiny brow creased in deep thought, so much so that they feared he may give himself a 
headache. Then, without warning, the kwami was zipping across the room, coming to rest 
upon the coffee table where Nino's phone lay. 


"What are yo-" 


"| am contacting Fu. This new guardianship is only days old, you see. We should still be 
able to make amendments. With this new idea presented | believe we may be able to 
reach a more agreeable situation for all.” 


"You... You mean...” 
"Yes, Miss Alya. Now please, a moment of silence.” 


The couple shared a look of bewilderment, one that swiftly morphed into giddy delight as 
the meaning of Wayzz's words and the hushed conversation he was having, started to 
settle in. 


"You don't think...?” She started. 
"Heck yeah | think!” 


“| wasn't even being- well okay, | HAD thought of it before, but | didn't seriously think that 
it could happen! But now it's- Neens, | might-!" 


Excited giggles burst forth between them, both barely able to contain the jittering joy that 
flourished between them. What once had seemed like a sore point now pulsed with a new 
life, promising a future that held them together closer than ever before. 


Strange, how quickly one's night could turn from a grouchy sort of sour to a sweet, bubbly 
delight. 


Together they tittered, their conversation an excited mess of hardly hushed whispers and 
tightly gripped hands. The energy was punctured by a familiar, yet sharp throat clearing, 
which snapped their attention back to the awaiting kwami. 


“Although our conversation was brief, and we will meet at a later date to discuss the 
details, we are both in agreement. A Co-Guardianship is something we are willing to trial. ۲ 
you will both agree to this arrangement, that is.” 


Wayzz watched with a delighted chuckle, already braced for the squeals and hollering of 
joy that were soon to follow. Ah, to be young and so wonderfully human, to find such 
happiness in something shared. 


“Are you kidding, little dude? Of freaking course ۱ agree to this shit! Als, did ya hear what 
he sa-” 


"SIGN ME THE FUCK UP!” Alya shouted in pure, unfiltered glee. Within seconds she was 
reaching across her boyfriend, grabbing the tome that had been the source of so many 
nasty feelings not even half an hour ago. 


Nino's easy laugh filled her ears, and soon it vibrated against her lips, gobbled up by a kiss 
of pure, vibrant glee that left them both more than a little love drunk. 


"| swear, l- no, WE won't let you down!” 


We. 

Yes, that had a nice ring to it. 
We, as in friends. 

We, as in lovers. 


We, as in heroic partners. 


We, the Co-Guardians of the Miraculous, together until death do us part. 
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By ۵ 


It was calm in the streets of Paris, especially at the Agreste mansion. Nino didn't live in 
Paris and was surprised at how beautiful it was. It certainly lived up to its name. Nino is a 
transfer student at the Sorbonne University, the best university of arts in France, which was 
good for his career as a Dj. He was waiting outside the mansion for Adrien Agreste. He 
had offered a place at his apartment for Nino to stay the rest of his college year. He was 
nervous at first, but he told himself that everything was going to be just fine. 


“Hey man.” said Adrien as soon as he saw Nino 

“Sup dude.” 

“Ready to go to my place?” 

“You don't have to ask twice.” he grabbed his bags and started walking. 


Along the way they talked about anything and everything. Nino was concerned that they 
weren't going to like each other, but it looked like they were on the same page. 


“Thanks man.” said Nino sheepishly 

“For what?” 

“For letting a stranger live in your house.” 

Adrien chuckled. “You're not a stranger, | already got to know you more than you know." 
“Well then, thank you again.” 


“No problem!" 


From the outside, the apartment looked like the Agreste mansion had a baby. But the 
inside was even better! The design was vintage with a modern twist, and it was 
comfortable enough for five people to live there. Nino didn't even hear what Adrien said 
because he was too impressed at how good the apartment looked. 


“Excuse me, what?” said Nino a little confused 
“Welcome to our place.” Adrien happily repeated 
Nino whistled, admiring one more time the room before heading to his room. 


"So, this is your room, and you can stay here for as long as you want.” 


“Thanks dude.” 

"No problem. Do you need something right now?” 

“Actually, | do. Do you know any stores that are looking for employees right now?” 
“Think so. What kind of place are you looking for?” 


"| would like to work someplace that | can get to know people. Know a little bit more of 
Paris.” 


"Ok, let me think. Meanwhile you can start unpackaging?” 

"| will do that.” 

A few minutes later and they were already heading to the "perfect place”, as Adrien said. 
"| gotta ask, what makes this place so perfect?” Nino asked when they entered the shop. 


"It's a great coffee shop in front of the university. The perfect place to get to know people.” 
Adrien answered. 


Nino smiled. It sounded like a good place to start his new life. Before he said something 
else, Adrien interrupted. 


"Plus, a pretty big section of the store is comics.” 


Nino stopped walking but Adrien continued like it was nothing. It wasn't nothing! On their 
way to the apartment, they talked a lot about comics. Especially the Miraculous ones. 


"WHAT!?” Nino yelled without thinking twice while Adrien took a seat next to a table. He 
only looked at him with a very satisfied smirk. "Why didn't you say so in the first place?!” 
He whispered-yelled now that everybody was looking at him. 


Adrien laughed. Probably of how crazy he looked yelling at him. "The place is called 
Luckyhouse Coffee and Comics shop. Didn't you read the sign?” 


“Ha ha.” 


"Welcome to Luckyhouse, what can | get you?” A waitress said without noticing who was 
the guy next to her. “Oh! Hey Adrien.” She said 


"Hey Mari! ۱۱۱ order the usual please.” 

"Okay, something else?” 

"Yes. My new friend Nino wants to know if you still have space for one more employee?” 
"Of course, do you have your resume?” Marinette asked. 


"Yeah, here you go.” said Nino handing her the resume. 


As soon as Marinette started reading, Nino began to fidget with anything he had near him. 
His phone, his cap, even the napkin dispenser that was on the table. 


"Well looks like you will start working at Luckyhouse” Marinette said when she finished 
reading the resume. 


“Really? Thank you so much dude-err miss.” 
Marinette laughed. "You can call me Marinette.” 
"Okay. When can | start working?” 

“Whenever you like this week, here’s your apron." 
“Thank you so much.” 

"No problem.” said Marinette leaving the table. 


A few minutes later, when Adrien finished his coffee Nino asked “Is it me or is everyone 
really nice in Paris?” 


"Well, you could say that. But not everyone is nice.” answered Adrien with a cautelous look. 


Just like that Chloe Bourgois opened the door abruptly. "DUPAIN CHENG!! Is my drink 
already done!? You know how much | hate to wait and I’m not in a good mood today!” 
She said walking towards the counter ignoring everyone's looks. 


“Told ya.” Adrien said grabbing him by the shoulders and leading him out of the store. 


It was Ninos first day at college and so far, so good. Right now, he was happily heading 
towards the coffee shop. Luckily, the place was close to his university, he was too lazy to 
walk more than ten feet. When he arrived, Marinette happily greeted Nino and taught him 
the basic. As soon as he arrived, he started working. The first hour was a little rough but 
Nino was a fast learner and things were going pretty well with the coffee machine. He was 
starting to get the hang of it, when a beautiful girl walked in. Her gorgeous amber eyes 
were perfectly framed with black glasses, her curly hair bounced on her shoulders as she 
laughed by something Marinette said. 


"Hey Nino, can you prepare a pumpkin spiced coffee please?” 


“Uh-ah-yeah.” Nino said trying to play it cool while working on the drink. But he was too 
distracted trying to hear the conversation between the two girls that he spilled some 
coffee beans to the floor. After he got down and picked them up, his head hit the counter 


causing the beans to fall to the floor again. On his part, he was regretting getting up that 
day. But from the girl's part, she thought he looked cute. 


After Nino finished the drink, he gave it to Marinette and paid close attention to the name 
she wrote on the cup. “Alya” he said in his head, a warm feeling on his cheeks. He was 
screwed. 


The next few days went in a blur. The only entertaining thing that happened was when 
Alya arrived and the two start a conversation. Nino enjoyed their little conversations; he 
had learned a few things about her. Nonetheless, he tried to be where Alya was. He wasn't 
a stalker; he just enjoyed her company. Or as Marinette said, he just likes her. But that was 
ridiculous, he couldn't like someone that fast, right? Little did he know, that Alya thought 
of the same thing. 


Three months later, Adrien and Nino were the best of friends, he was promoted to 
assistant manager, all that was left to do was to ask her out on a date. And the perfect 
opportunity just presented itself. 


"You just had one job! How could you let this happen?!” Alya yelled to herself while 
looking for something on the comic rack besides the cash register counter where Nino was 
working. 


"Tough day?” he asked. 


"What? Oh no, is that | missed the limited bonus comic after Sapotis. And I’m mad at 
myself because | knew they were going to go fast but still; | went directly home.” 


Nino was going to say something before she interrupted. 


“I'm sorry, | didn't mean to drop this on you. | shouldn't because is just for a stupid comic. 
That's what you thought, | guess?” 


At that moment, Nino could only smile. "Well, you offend me right now.” he said. 
"Excuse me?” 


"That you think that I'm not into comics. In fact, I'm so no into comics that | didn't bought 
the las copy of Sapotis Bonus Scene. | thought you knew better.” he said leaning on the 
counter. 


Alya just stood there analyzing what he just said. She was caught by surprise. That was a 
first. 


“| can let you borrow it.” Nino continued. “On one condition.” 


"| never said that | wanted to borrow it.” 
"Seeing how you were yelling at yourself earlier | think you would want to.” 


Oh, he played well. "What's your condition Headphones?” she said referring to him since 
he always had his headphones around his neck. 


"That you and | go on a date.” he said. 
“That's it?” 


Nino nodded with a smile so bright that she couldn't help smiling herself. 


“Deal.” 
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By TbeHartoo 


Nino looked up into the scowling face of his favorite seatmate. 


"Here you go, Bubbles,” she said as she thrust a mango bubble tea into his hand. "One 
special of the day from The Boba Bar.” Her other hand slapped a small card onto his sheet 
music. "And here's your other three week's worth of drinks.” 


"Aw, Alya you didn't have to do this,” he held up the card. “This,” he grinned as he took his 
first sip of the drink, "you definitely needed to do.” 


"Well you won the bet fair and square,” Alya huffed as she plopped down into her seat. 
"You really could find a way to get a harpsichord to sound rockin' when you DJ'ed Kim's 
house party.” 


“Scoops, l'm surprised you could doubt me,” Nino held a hand to his heart. “It's like you've 
forgotten that music is my life.” He grumbled toward the music piece he'd been assigned, 
"It's not like I've spent nearly three grueling years learning this European centered musical 
theory or anything.” Looking at her smirk he added, "Or that I'd hardly be the first person 
to experiment with combining old instruments to new music.” He thought for a moment 
before adding, “Or old music to new instruments.” 


The next week it was Nino placing a gift card on Alya's notepad. 


"Your payment for getting me those sources for my music history essay, m'lady,” he said as 
he bowed to her. 


"Nino, what-” she asked as she looked at the card “-what is this?” 


Nino felt his face warm up, but he sent a shy smile in her direction as he sat down. “You 
were saying, the other day, that it's been forever since you had a mani-pedi, but that they 
weren't in your budget at the moment so | figured I'd get one for you as thanks for saving 
my bacon. | didn't have time to track down those translations of medieval manuscripts for 
that Music Development in the Dark Ages assignment, but you did it without my asking.” 
He grinned at her, "You really took some pressure off of me and | appreciate it.” 


She looked at him, back at the card, and back at Nino. 


"| don't remember saying that,” she murmured. 


"You were picking at your nails because the color was coming off and said that you'd need 
to see if Marinette was free for a girl's night so you could get her to do your nails again,” 
he said as he started to root around in his bag. 


"That was two- three weeks ago?” she said, thinking out loud. She looked at him, but he 
was Obviously avoiding her gaze. "| can't believe you remembered that.” 


His head tucked between his shoulders, a turtle pulling into its shell. 


"It was easy to remember,” he said. "You had that sparkly red polish. It really drew in the 
eye. | remember thinking that you had the perfect hands for playing the piano right before 
you said it.” He quickly looked away again. 


Alya was quiet for a moment before smiling up at him. 


"That seems like a really nice compliment coming from a musician like yourself,” she 
reassured him. She looked back at the card. “I don't think I've ever heard of this place.” 


“It's, uh, one of the local beautician schools,” he told her. "You were right about mani- 
pedis being a bit pricy, but my cousin is going there to learn to cut hair, and she said the 
girls in the nail class are crazy talented and eager to get someone not a relative to paint 
on, and it only costs about a fourth of what the pros charge.” He shrugged. “This way you 
can have like half a dozen manicures for the price of one.” 


Alya lunged at him and caught him in a tight hug. 


“Thank you thank you thank you!” she cried before releasing him. “This is the nicest thing 
anyone has ever done for me.” 


"Miss Cesaire, if you are quite done groping Mister Lahiffe I'd like to start the class,” the 
voice of Doctor Agreste cut through the lecture hall and every head snapped toward them. 


Alya's face was nearly as warm and red as his own. 
"Yes, sir,” she squeaked as she pulled her arms back to her side. 
"Now if we may?” the professor's curt voice took control of the class. 


“Groping,” Nino mumbled. "He calls one little hug groping.” He pulled out a composition 
that Madame Mendeleiev had assigned just that morning. “I'd like to show him groping." 


He was startled out of his grumbling when Alya whispered, “Me, too.” 


Only three more weeks and l'm out of this class and | never have to see this man’s stupid 
face again, Nino thought to himself. At least after today it’s just student presentations 
before the final. 


They had finally reached the Contemporary Era and the man was butchering even the 
easiest movements! And don't get him started on the composers. He'd wasted over half 
the lecture trying to explain that Richard Wagner wasn't really an antisemite, but that Nazi 
sympathizers, mainly Adolf himself, just liked his music so much and thought it expressed 
National Ideals perfectly! The man wasn't even a composer in Contemporary times! 


And that just served to take time away from some real pioneers of the era like Laura Anne 
Karpman whose music can be found literally anywhere. Or what about Meredith Monk 
who includes operas amongst her compositions, since Doctor Agreste seemed to be hung 
up over Wagner's damn Ring Cycle. Of course he didn't mention Yihan Chen the brilliant 
Chinese pianist and composer. And though the man would fawn and dote on child 
prodigies like Wolfgang Mozart all day, he wouldn't give the time of day to “Bluejay” 
Greenberg who could hear several compositions in his head at the same time and then be 
able to write them with minimal correction. 


Just, UGH! 


Nino was done with this entitled little man and the racist ideology he's attempting to 
spread about. He was certainly spreading something, but it smelled more like fertilizer than 
anything else to Nino's mind. 


He could tell that Alya was concerned about his agitation, he'd been clenching his pencil 
so hard he heard it crack, but he refused to look in her direction. She had a great talent for 
sniffing out these kinds of things and if he looked at her right now, he'd probably see his 
frustration reflected on her face and do something dumb- like start an uprising in the 
middle of class. He really couldn't afford to take this class again. 


As soon as they were out the doors Alya started ranting about how it was obvious that 
Doctor Agreste didn't even bother to check Wikipedia for sources. She made her opinion 
known that the good doctor didn't like the era because more people were included in 
writing and performing it rather than just white, Western-European men who were either 
wealthy or had wealthy patrons. And stopped mid rant. 


Nino looked at her and watched as Alya got an idea. By the look on her face it was a 
genius idea: an Evil and Genius idea if the cackle was anything to go by. 


"Whatever you're planning, I'm in,” he declared. 


"| haven't even told you my idea yet.” 


“| can tell by your expression alone that it's going to be the best idea ever,” he said with a 
smirk. "So want to let me in on our plan?” 


She explained her idea and Nino's eyes lit up. 


"Oh, that man is going to regret crossing paths with us,” he chuckled. "Can you come over 
tonight? I've got plenty of stuff we'd need for the music portion of the presentation.” 


She shook her head. "I need at least one day to fact-check my notes and another to find 
accurate sources. Are you busy Saturday?” 


Nino thought for a moment. “I'm free in the morning, but | have a wedding l'm playing for 
in the evening.” 


"Okay that gives me a little more time for research.” She smiled up at him. “So, Saturday 
morning we'll meet up to pull things together?” 


Nino nodded in agreement. 


“Great,” she said, “That'll give us Sunday to type up the report and Monday to practice for 
our presentation on Tuesday.” 


"Tell me the truth, Alya,” Nino looked at her, "Is this too much? Are we crazy to put 
together a spite presentation in one weekend? At the end of the semester?” He brushed a 
bit of her hair out of her face and tucked it carefully behind her ear. "You already have so 
much to do for all your other classes. | don't want this to be something that stresses you 
out or makes you do something that hurts you.” 


Alya reached up and patted his cheek before replying. 


"Nino this is going to be so much fun that | doubt ۲۱۱ even notice how much work it is,” she 
grinned at him fully. “| might pull an allnighter here or there, but | promise you that I’m 
taking care to not do too much. | wouldn't have suggested this if I didn't think we could do 
it.” 

He held her gaze for a moment then sighed. 


"Okay, let's ruin this man’s whole career.” 


She laughed loud and pulled him toward the school's cafe. Obviously this called for 
copious amounts of snacks and his precious bubble tea. 


Tuesday dawned bright and clear. A perfect day to teach about the subtleties of 
Contemporary music while simultaneously displaying the ignorance and prejudice of the 
most hated music teacher on campus. Nino sipped at his Thai tea with coffee pudding as 
he contemplated Alya's plan of attack. It was a nice simple plan, but it needed something. 


Seeing a familiar outline hurrying across campus brought a smile to his face. The final nail 
in Doctor Agreste's coffin just made itself known. He hurried across the quad to see if he 
could catch up with Madame before she reached her office. 


An hour later he stood at the podium inserting the thumb drive into the computer for the 
projector. 


"Good morning everyone,” Alya began. "As you all know we've had to jump over and 
through many musical ages and movements. That meant we had to skim through a lot of 
really interesting information. Nino and | decided to do a little bit of music through the 
ages for the Contemporary Era for you all. Now, get ready to get funky!” 


That was his cue. He started the Powerpoint and Richard Wagner's “Ride of the Valkyries” 
began to blast from the room's speakers while Elmer Fudd stabbed a spear into the 
ground singing, “Kill the wabbit! Kill the wabbit!” 


"Welcome to Neoromanticism,” he called to those present, 


The presentation went off without a hitch. Madame Mendeleiev had managed to slip in 
before their presentation and had stayed to the end of class. It was with great delight that 
Nino watched the Dean of the Music Department approach Doctor Agreste and 
congratulate him on the quality of his students' final presentations. She even approached 
Alya and complemented her on the amount of research she'd done to be ready for the 
day. Then she turned to him. 


"An adequate presentation, Nino,” she said with no trace of humor in her words. "Your 
compilation was a little heavy on the electronic music and light on the serialism, but | 
suppose that's only to be expected with where your interests lie,” she paused, “and in light 
of the time constraints.” 


He gulped and nodded his head. He knew she'd pick up on that. 
"Please, send me a copy of your presentation at your earliest convenience.” 


His eyes snapped up from the floor to meet hers. He wasn't sure if he was imagining the 
slight upturn to the corners of her mouth or not, so he chose not to comment on it. 


"I think | might incorporate it into my opening lecture next semester,” she remarked so 
offhandedly that Nino was sure he was hearing things. “It'll be an excellent introduction to 
modern music for the freshmen.” She nodded to him before moving off to catch professor 
Agreste on his way out the door. 


Alya was grinning from ear to ear and practically vibrating where she stood. He turned to 
her and had a fraction of a second to brace for impact as she’d thrown herself in his 
direction. Her arms were around his waist as she pulled him into a hug. He returned the 
hug with matching enthusiasm. 


"We did so good!” she squealed. 
He looked down into her grinning face and returned the smile. 


"Hell yeah, we did,” he replied. “This calls for a celebration.” It was only then that he 
realized he still had his arms around her shoulders. Then again she was still holding on to 
him. He pulled back but kept hold of her hands. "| know you have another class in an hour, 
but do you want to go get boba to celebrate?” 


She smirked up at him. “Only if you'll let me treat you to dinner at Sabine's tonight.” She 
looked to the side as she added, "And then we could go check out that concert in the park 
you mentioned yesterday.” 


His mouth suddenly went dry. That sounded a lot like an actual date. Like a real date with 
this girl he knew he'd started crushing on some time this semester. What else could he do? 


"Sounds great, but you have to let me bring pizza and dessert to our study date on 
Thursday night.” 


Her laugh sent a tingle down his spine. “It's a date!” 
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By MidnightStarlights 
(A future-fic spy AU) 


"So, what do you think?” 


Nino opened his arms out, clearing his throat awkwardly. Alya and Marinette paused from 
their spot at the kitchen table, eyes hovered over various plans, and glanced up. The latter 
smiled, offering a thumbs up, and Alya... 


"Woah, babe,” she gasped, eyes widening as she rose to her feet. "You look amazing. No 
way will he be able to resist.” 


"The perfect distraction,” Marinette replied, going back to the mission notes. 


Nino puffed himself up, pride and happiness flooding through his body. Their 
compliments covered up his fear. At least for now. This was his first undercover mission 
and he really didn't want to screw it up. Usually he was the one behind the scenes, the 
protection, the one who used A/s personal Al (Wayzz) to hack security protocols and use 
them to their advantage. 


When Marinette had called to say she needed them, that Adrien was out of town and 
couldn't get back in time, they'd both jumped at the chance. It was rare they needed to be 
called up for any spying these days, having taken down their biggest threat Hawkmoth 
years ago. They were practically civilians by this point. Poor Wayzz and Trixx barely had a 
chance to flex their technological prowess. 


"You sure you'll be ok?” Alya asked for what had to be the thousandth time. "I can totally 
be the distraction. Arquette's been known to date women too...” 


Nino quirked his lips. “Don't worry, babe. | got this! Like Marinette said, there's no way 
Arquette can resist my charms. And girls are always having to be pretty distractions in 
movies. My time has come! For equality." 


Why was he a distraction? Their mission required one. A young up-and-coming politician 
by the name of Nicolas Arquette was hosting a charity auction for all of Paris’ wealthy elite. 
It was an event meant to secure his status as a serious candidate for Mayor. Though not 
through entirely legal means. Blackmail was the name of Arquette's game. He was using 
the auction to hack into everyone's personal devices and find dirt on them. His team 
developed an event-special app for the auction, which was mandatory to download for all 
guests. 


Their job was to sneak into the auction and strike Arquette’s systems before he could 
enact the plan, and uncover evidence. That would be Alya and Marinette's job. 


Nino's job? Well... 


Arquette was known to be a huge romantic. He enjoyed the thrill of the chase, and was 
frequently praised as being Paris’ most eligible bachelor now that Adrien had settled 
down. Marinette had analysed his behaviour over the past few weeks, and explained that 
one of Arquette's weaknesses was having a singular focus. So if one of them dressed to 
the nines and played hard to get, Arquette would delay the enactment of his blackmail 
plan in favour of the pursuit. That would leave Alya and Marinette enough time to stop it. 


With Adrien out of town and famously in a relationship anyway, Nino had stepped up to 
the plate. 


Alya huffed, reaching up and patting his cheek. On the surface she appeared to be 
unmoved by his antics, but he’d noticed the dark blush spreading across her face. It sent 
thrills up and down his spine, knowing his girlfriend looked at him like that, like he was a 
distraction for her instead. 


"Time to head out,” Marinette called and there it was. The telltale signs; glasses clinking, a 
bottle being opened, alcohol pouring. It was the symbol that their mission was about to 
begin. 


Alya pulled away first, looking more flustered than before, as if she'd been caught doing 
something she shouldn't be. Nino felt his heart race. Maybe / should suit up more often. 


If Marinette had noticed the silent, hungry flirting, she hadn't commented on it. As Nino 
approached the kitchen table, she handed him one of three shot glasses and he stared at 
the clear contents inside. 


"Ok, ok, before we do this ۱ have a confession,” Alya cried. It was as if Marinette handing 
her a shot glass had made the mission real. She turned to Nino, grimacing. “Are you sure 
you're going to be able to do this? You know I think you're kick ass, but this is the first time 
undercover and- well- you kind of panic when people flirt with you.” 


It was true. Being flirted with sent Nino's brain right into a tailspin. Truth be told, even 
Alya's teasing got to him at times, and they'd been together for years. 


Still... 


"Yeah but this is different babe!” Nino replied, confidently swirling the contents of glass 
around. “This time it's the bad guy flirting with me, if I'm a good enough distraction that 
Lo 


-"You're more than good enough, you're a knockout.” Alya corrected with a huff. Nino felt 
heat rise to his cheeks. 


“Ex-exactly,” he nodded. “Thanks. Anyways, I'm not going to be flustered by a villain. | 
mean he’s a villain. Villains can't be sexy.” 


"Killmonger, Catwoman, Loki, any Michael Fassbender role he's pretty much always a 
۷۱۱۱۵۱۴۸-۲ Alya spluttered indignantly. 


“Yeah not to mention, like, ninety percent of anime villains,” Marinette added, finishing 
pouring her own glass. “Are we toasting to the mission or not?” 


“Sure,” Nino lifted his glass and all three of them clinked together. After the contents 
burned his throat on the way down, he began his argument over. “But you're talking about 
fake villains. All of those villains are sexy, especially Killmonger, but I’m talking about real 
life. Rea/villains can't be sexy. Trust me. l'Il be fine.” 


He was not fine. 


It turned out real villains cou/d be sexy. They could be charming. They could be sensual. 
They could make you feel like nothing bad in the world could ever happen to you if you 
just did what they said. 


In a way, it was more dangerous than the bad guys who'd frequently shoved guns at him 
in the past. 


Nino half tripped over to the bar, trying to cover up the fact that he was shaking like a 
chihuahua made of leaves. Arquette was a monster, all dark eyes and tall. So tall. Nino, as 
the tallest of his friend group, wasn't used to feeling smaller than someone. It was 
disconcerting. But then, everything about this was. The sparkling lights of the hotel 
ballroom, the pristine tabletops laden with exquisite finger foods, all completely at odds 
with his previous missions. He was a fly caught up in a champagne fountain. 


At least he'd done a good enough job of capturing Arquette's attention. He'd never felt 
more like he was being hunted down, even when he'd been /iterally chased down by bad 
guys in the past. 


But he was a mess. Several times, Arquette leaned into his personal space, whispered 
promises in Nino's ear, words dripping like honey, placed his hand on the small of Nino's 
back as he tried to lead him to different places. 


And every time Nino had tried to reject him in a sultry hard-to-get manner, it had ended 
poorly. He squeaked out apologies, turned on his heels, fled the other way. Often he'd 


bump into something or someone as he hurried off. Three times now he'd done that. How 
much longer could he endure? 


He glanced down at his wristwatch, where the familiar icon of Wayzz blinked up at him. He 
couldn't speak to Wayzz without drawing suspicion, so he just tapped away, checking if 
there were any updates to Marinette and Alya's situation. They'd snuck into the building, 
found a bunch of laptops hidden in what seemed to be the control room where Arquette's 
plans would unfold. But he knew nothing else. He didn't know if there were guards they'd 
needed to take out, if they'd found anything good, or- 


“There you are, handsome.” 
Nino really hoped they'd found something good. 


Arquette's hand brushed against Nino's shoulders as he came to sit on the bar stool 
beside him. "| was afraid you'd gotten away from me.” 


“Almost,” Nino replied with a wistful sigh he hoped came across as playful. 


Arquette chuckled deeply, turning to Nino with a wolfish grin and suddenly Nino felt a 
wave of empathy for rabbits hunted by canine creatures the world over. Just keep him 
talking, Nino, keep him distracted! 


He wondered if flirting back would give Alya and Marinette the time they needed to find 
and download anything incriminating. 


Pushing his fears down, Nino leaned across the bar, batting his eyelashes and looking 
expectantly. 


"| was thirsty," he explained, even offering a little pout. This was weird. Flirting with anyone 
but Alya was breaking his brain a little, like the laws in his mind were being re-written and 
it wasn't fun, but he had to keep going. Alya and Marinette were depending on him. "Why 
don't you do something about that? Seeing as you're so keen to keep my attention.” 


Were those words he just said? Were those words ones that he'd actually spoken WITH 
HIS MOUTH?! 


Huh. Judging by Arquette's pleased look, he must have said something right. Maybe Nino 
was better at this than he thought. Wayzz buzzed and he ignored it. 


“Really now?” Arquette leaned in, skimming his fingers across Nino's leg and for a 
moment, Nino mourned. Here was a charming, gorgeous man with eyes like dark jewels 
and a laugh as smooth as butter. Nino had read up on Arquette’s policies and they 
seemed pretty fair and reasonable too. It wasn't like he was a dictator wanting to destroy 
the world. So why use such illegal and underhanded means? What a waste of potential. 
"Well | have a bar up in my suite you know. Why don't we head up there, you and 1?” 


Ice struck Nino's heart. 


Yes Arquette was beautiful, and being pursued by him was an adventure unlike any others 
he'd had. For a brief second, Nino had lived the fantasy, like he was a heroine in one of 
those steamy romances his mother enjoyed. The sexy, morally questionable rich guy and 
the startled, normal protagonist he takes a shine to. 


This though? This was where the fantasy ended for him. 


Before he could reject Arquette a fourth time, an arm slunk around his shoulders. A 
familiar warmth pressed against his back as Alya kissed his cheek. 


"Sorry to disappoint you,” she smirked at Arquette. "But my boyfriend is coming home with 


n 


me. 


Arquette was about to open his mouth to argue when one of his guards approached and 
whispered in his ears. His eyes flew wide, the most disconcerted Nino had seen him so far, 
and he excused himself with little fanfare. 


Nino turned around, gasping at the sight in front of him. Alya was a vision in a floor length 
rose-gold dress, the sequins dazzling almost as much as the triumph in her eyes. "We got 

him. Files are already transferred out to various politicians and police forces. He's finished. 

Now let's go.” 


"Wait, wait, wait,” Nino replied, tugging on her hand before she pulled away. He led her 
fingers to the top of his thigh, the small of his back, his shoulder, anywhere Arquette had 
touched, sighing as he did so. “That's better. Feels weird when anyone 'cept you touches 
me like that.” 


Alya gazed at him fondly. Her free hand came to wrap around his bow tie and she yanked 
him down into a short, passionate kiss, one which promised more later. 


Nino sighed resting his forehead on hers. "We really have to dress up like this more often. 
But with less espionage.” 


Alya laughed as she led him through the sea of people, footsteps hurried but not so quick 
as to arouse suspicion. 


"True, honey, but where's the fun in that?” 


Back in college, if anyone asked Alya what she thought about that guy in her class who 
wore too much blue and had blindingly orange headphones around his neck, she'd say he 
was a jerk. 


He was snappy, rude, and kind of a loner. It wasn't until a blonde transfer student 
befriended him and introduced him to other people that orange-headphones-kid finally 
got some friends. 


The catch? The blonde transfer student just happened to be one of her friends, too. Nino, 
as she later learned was orange-headphones-kid's name, slowly became part of her small 
friend group. 


He was still fairly reactive, even over-reactive at times, but not nearly as bad as she once 
thought. 


Besides, it was clear that Nino was aware of his attitude limitations and was working on 
getting better. He apologized for when he stepped out of line, even if said apology came a 
few hours or days later. Alya initially said ‘thank-you’ or ‘it’s okay’ as a courtesy without 
really meaning it, but over time they became genuine. Nino needed to hear his friends' 
forgiveness for his mistakes, and it meant the world to him to know that he still had their 
friendship. 


Now when Nino acknowledged his mistakes and Alya forgave him, she meant it. 


Admittedly, it was weird to see someone her own age actively trying to do something that 
a lot of adults struggled with, but then that just showed the person that Nino was. 


Four months after Alya considered herself to be his friend, she apologized too. She 
apologized for jumping to conclusions and not trying to look beyond what she could only 
see and hear, and that he made her want to be better, too. 


That was the day they hugged for the first time. 


Alya was never very touchy, she hardly hugged anybody besides her family, so hugging 
Nino was a new experience. An experience she enjoyed. 


They remained friends in lycée, too. Alya began to notice little things about Nino, too, and 
what they showed about him. 


His awkward, lopsided smile meant he was elated. The subtle way he fidgeted with his 
hands meant he was nervous. His bouncing knee meant he was anxious. The slightest, near 
invisible furrow of his brows meant he was afraid. 


One of the last three always occurred when he was near water, or something that 
contained it. 


Nino had a strange habit of avoiding every water fountain by at least four feet, unless it 
was out of order. The hallway with the water fountain with the broken spigot that sprayed 
everywhere? He avoided it entirely. 


He wouldn't even touch any surface with condensation unless he wore gloves, and he only 
used 100% alcohol-based hand sanitizer. 


Alya tried asking him about it once, but Nino asked her not to bring it up. So she didn't. 
She had a theory though. 


He might have had some traumatic experience with water some time ago, and in his 
inability to cope with it, he took out his emotions on others and can't stand to touch water 
in any capacity. 


That was all she had, but she didn't share what she thought. Not with Nino, not with 
anybody. It was his story to tell, not ۰ 


“Thank you, Alya.” Nino slipped her hand into his. 

"What for?” She took it. 

"Helping me. You, Mari and Adrien all helped me out.” 

Alya blushed. “Oh, uh, it was nothing, really.” 

"No it wasn't.” Nino faced her. "| can't thank any of you enough.” 

They sat in comfortable silence, their science project littered along the living room floor. 


"Do you want to go out sometime?” Alya asked, absentmindedly gathering her notes and 
packing her school bag. 


"Yeah, I'd like that.” 


Alya stood up, adjusted her glasses and opened the door just as Chris, Nino's younger 
brother, and their parents walked in. "You have my number.” Alya gave a small wave. 
“Thank you for having me over, M. and Mme. Lahiffe! Nino and | got a lot done tonight. 


"Anytime, Alya!” Nino's mother called after her. 
Nino sighed, collecting his share of the notes from the floor. 
"She must be some girl, she's the first one Nino brought home.” Nino's father laughed. 


"She probably just doesn't carry a water bottle.” His mother punctuated with a chortle. 


Laughter erupted from them. Nino made off to his room. Tonight just wasn't a good night 
to deal with this. 


“Mom! I'm home!” 
No response came while Alya put her belongings into her room. 
“Watch out!” 


Alya barely had any time to react as her sisters barreled in. Ella and Etta lost their balance 
and fell to the floor with a hard thud. The impact rattled some of Alya's best film 
equipment, which she managed to grab before they hit the floor. 


“What are you two doing?!" 


Alya glared down at them, eliciting a sheepish grin from the twins. They quickly stood up 
and scampered out of the room. Alya slammed the door and locked it before flopping 
onto her bed. 


Her forehead felt tight, as it usually did when she was starting to get stressed. This was the 
third time that her sisters weren't watching where they were going, and the third time 
something of hers was almost broken. The worst part of it was, Alya knew she had no 
actual reason to be stressed. Nothing had been damaged, and she had fun with Nino. 
Even if it was only a few hours of working on a school assignment. 


Alya breathed deeply, trying to slow her heart rate. She counted backwards from ten as 
slow as she could. She tried every trick she could think of and nothing was working. 


“Alya!" 
Great. Just great. 


“Don't be rude to your sisters! And what have | told you about slamming your door!” 


That was it. She needed air. 


Alya grabbed her phone and darted out the door, making sure to slam it as hard as she 
could. 


Alya: Hey 


Alya: You free to chat? 


She tucked her hands under her arms, cursing that she didn't grab any gloves or mittens, 
especially on a 1.6°C evening. 


Her phone dinged. 


Nino: yea ¡am. voice or video? 


Alya: Actually, Im outside. | needed air, and | was hoping we could chat in person. 


Alya: / know it's cold out, but can we meet at the Seine? 


Nino didn't respond for a solid minute or so. 


Nino: uh 


Nino: does it have 2 be? 


Alya: Please? We won't be too close not even on the dock. 


Alya bit her lip, hoping he'd understand that this was important to her. 


Nino: X give me 10 


Alya sighed, putting her phone in her pocket. 


She had ten minutes of dock time. Her phone timer started, and she wasn't wasting a 
second of it. 


She went down, being careful of the ice beginning to form. She didn't stop until she got to 
the edge. Once there, she crouched, closing her eyes. She pretended that it was a summer 
day instead of a January evening. She could already feel the warm tide running through 
her fingers and her racing mind calm. She felt at peace, as if a reset button was pressed, 
and she felt better than ever. 


For the time being, anyway. And emotionally. 
Physically, she was freezing. 


Alya started to stand up. Her legs stiffened in protest as she tried to straighten her body. 
She took a step, and her shoe slid against the rapidly forming ice. Trying to regain her 
balance with her other foot didn't do much either. Alya's battle against the slick ice was a 
losing one, and she fell. Straight into the river, just as her phone buzzed and rang to say 
that her ten minutes were up. 


The rest of that night was a blur. 


Alya's arms and legs refused to push against the water hard enough to breach the surface. 
The cold pierced her body like a knife, and she lost all feeling before she knew it. 


Her hearing was next to go. The lapping of water faded until all that filled her ears was dull 
humming and the whizzing of fish as they swam past. 


Finally, all Alya could see was moonlight seeping through the water. For her it was a 
beacon, her lighthouse. She was so focussed on it that she didn't notice the movement in 
the shadows. Not until that movement materialized into a figure with arms and a tail. 


Then everything faded. 


Alya awoke to her lungs burning, her throat raw, and her chest feeling like she had a pile 
of cinder blocks dumped on it. She knew immediately she had to have been coughing. 


“Alya!” 


Nino's voice enveloped her like an embrace, and before Alya could process what was 
going on he was embracing her. She slowly hugged him back, still groggy from whatever 


the heck just happened. She felt him whisper against her shoulder and his wet skin under 
her hands. Skin speckled with something cold and smooth. 


Wait. 
Hold up. 


Alya pushed him away, barely taking in his bare chest and scale-covered torso before 
running home. 


It was a dream. It hadto be a dream. 
Nope. 
Her sheets were sopping wet and her phone was gone. 


She thanked her lucky stars that she didn't have school today, she didn't think she could 
bear to see Nino now, let alone- 


There was a knock on her bedroom door. 


"Alya, honey,” her mom said gently. “Nino's here. He says he has something important to 
say.” 


“You're kidding.” 

She wasn't. Nino was right behind her. Alya's eyes widened. 

She snatched his wrist and pulled him into her room, shutting the door behind them. 
“What. Happened. Yesterday?" 

"Alya-" 

“You-!" she paced back and forth. "You had no legs, just... a blue... thing!” 

ESPOSAS 


"And you were naked. Or- | mean, half naked? | don't know, you definitely didn't have a 
shirt, but there weren't any pants either-" 


"Alya." 


"| have to be hallucinating. There's no way | dreamt the entire thing because the sheets are 
soaked and my-" 


“Alya!” 


Nino held her hand in his. He kept eye contact with her, grounding her, doing what he 
could to calm her down. 


“You didn't dream it.” 

That did the opposite of calm her down. 
“Oh my 6-۳ 

"۸۱/۵۱۳ He squeezed her hand tighter. 


"You didn't dream it, and there's no softening this, so I’m just going to say it. l'm a 
merman. | get my tail when | touch water, and l'm pretty sure the same thing applies to 
you now.” 


Alya breathed deeply three times before darting into the bathroom connected to her 
room. She didn't bother to close the door, immediately turning on the faucet and running 
her under a stream of water. 


She retracted her hand. Nino stood at the door with a fearful look on his face. The two of 
them watched the water drip down her fingers and fall to the tiled floor. 


Alya laughed with relief. She shook the remaining liquid off her hand, walking toward Nino 
and wanting to shoulder-check him so badly that she almost did. 


“Alright then,” Alya slid past him, standing in the center of her room and facing him. "I 
guess that shows your theory is full of-" 


She could have sworn she fainted. All she felt was her mind fading and her body growing 
limp. The next thing Alya knew was she was chest-to-chest with Nino, with his arms 
hooked under her arms and wrapped around her back. He was the only thing preventing 
her from falling. 

Physically, anyway. 

Itwas an awkward maneuver, but Nino managed to carry her limp body a few yards and 
onto her bed. Alya couldn't bring herself to look Nino in the eye, so she looked down. 


She regretted it immediately. 


Her clothes and legs were gone, and in their place was a shimmering scarlet tail, speckled 
with golden-orange scales that trailed up her body (thankfully covering her torso and 
nearly touching her shoulders) and a large matching fin where her feet should have been. 


She forgot how to speak. Her mind raced and couldn't form words. 


Nino disappeared into the bathroom, emerging again with two towels. He placed one over 
Alya's waist and hips with his left hand and took her still-damp hand with his right as he 
sat on the bed next to her. 


Within seconds, Nino sprung a tail of his own, covered in deep blue scales that shimmered 
black and silver where the light hit it. 


Alya gasped and sighed at the sight of it. She was surprisingly relieved. She wasn't the only 
one... 


Nino seemed to catch on, smiling sadly and tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. 


"Welcome to the club.” He retracted his hand, starting to dry himself off with the other 
towel. “I'm sorry.” 


5) 
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